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Abundance changes and habitat availability drive
species’ responses to climate change
Louise Mair1*, Jane K. Hill1, Richard Fox2, Marc Botham3, Tom Brereton2 and Chris D. Thomas1

There is little consensus as to why there is so much variation
in the rates at which different species’ geographic ranges
expand in response to climate warming1,2. Here we show that
the relative importance of species’ abundance trends and
habitat availability for British butterfly species vary over time.
Species with high habitat availability expanded more rapidly
from the 1970s to mid-1990s, when abundances were generally
stable, whereas habitat availability effects were confined to the
subset of species with stable abundances from the mid-1990s
to 2009, when abundance trends were generally declining.
This suggests that stable (or positive) abundance trends
are a prerequisite for range expansion. Given that species’
abundance trends vary over time3 for non-climatic as well as
climatic reasons, assessment of abundance trends will help
improve predictions of species’ responses to climate change,
and help us to understand the likely success of different
conservation strategies for facilitating their expansions.

Identifying species’ traits associated with rapid range expan-
sions in response to climate change provides insight into the
conservation strategies most likely to be successful4. However, such
understanding may be difficult to attain, given that the ability of
species’ traits, such as reproductive rate, to explain responses to
climate change is frequently low2. Previous studies suggest that the
expansion of species’ distributions across landscapes will depend on
species’ dispersal abilities1,5,6, the availability of habitat7 and popu-
lation abundance trends, which determine the supply of migrants
to colonize new locations8. Species’ population and distribution
trends will also be affected by interactions between traits and the
environment, thus predictions of range expansions may be limited
if habitat availability and population trends are not considered
simultaneously. Furthermore, abundance trends vary over time3,
associated with variability in climate warming9 and habitat quality
and quantity10, so it might be expected that the relative importance
of predictors of distribution changes also vary over time.

Here, we consider the roles of abundance trends, habitat
availability and dispersal capacity in the range changes of 25 British
butterfly species during two periods. Distribution changes were
measured between blocks of time (1970–1982 to 1995–1999 and
then 1995–1999 to 2005–2009) to ensure sufficient data to record
distribution changes in a robust manner (1970–1982, 1995–1999
and 2005–2009 represent periods with intensive recording;
>1,220,000 distribution records and >262,000 abundance transect
records). Butterflies are an ideal group for this analysis. Not only
are there more long-term species-specific data sets than any other
poikilothermic animal group worldwide, but most between-species
variation in expansion rates exists within taxonomic groups rather
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than between groups9 and so our conclusions are likely to be
relevant to other taxa. Average annual temperature increased at
a rate of 0.03 ◦C yr−1 in the first study period (1970–1982 to
1995–1999) and 0.01 ◦C yr−1 in the second (1995–1999 to 2005–
2009). We expected the lower rate of temperature increase in the
second period to have relatively little effect on rates of distribution
change owing to climate distribution lags11,12 and indeed species
showed idiosyncratic responses to climatewarming; some expanded
their ranges in both periods, some in only one period and some
retracted in both periods13 (Supplementary Table 1).

We studied 25 southerly distributed butterfly species that have
the potential to extend their distributions under climate change
(migrants, northern and ubiquitous species were excluded, further
exclusions were due to insufficient data). We quantified changes
in distribution area using the Butterflies for the New Millennium
(BNM) data set14 as the percentage change in the number of 10 km
grid squares occupied per year, to account for the different lengths
of study periods and different initial species’ range sizes. Changes
in abundance were calculated using the UK Butterfly Monitoring
Scheme (UKBMS) transect data set15 by regressing abundance
indices from continuously occupied transect sites (sites at which
a species was present every year during the study period) against
year16, to give percentage change in abundance per year for each
species. We used a rank mobility score17 to represent species’
dispersal ability (derived from expert opinion). Habitat availability
was calculated by combining remote-sensed land cover18,19 esti-
mates with expert assessments of species’ habitat associations14 (see
Supplementary Information). We considered only the availability
of habitat in the 10 kmgrid squares that the species colonized during
each period, thus focussing measures on those areas where species’
distributions were changing. It was not possible to quantify land-
scape change over time because annual habitat data are not available
and the categorization of land-cover data in the two study periods
has changed18. We employed an information-theoretic approach
to identify the best models for explaining distribution changes.
For each study period separately, we constructed general linear
models to assess distribution changes against all three variables
(abundance trends, habitat availability, dispersal ability) including
their interactions, and Akaike information criterion (AICc) values
and Akaike weights were used to determine the best fitting models.
When 1AICc< 2, models are considered to be of equal strength20

so model averaging was used. (Incorporation of phylogenetic
correlations did not improve the fit of models so we do not present
phylogenetic analyses; see Supplementary Information.)

In the earlier period, nine species expanded their distribution
area (mean change = 0.8% yr−1 ± 0.1 s.e.m.) and 16 species
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Figure 1 | Change in species’ distribution area in relation to habitat availability, dispersal ability and change in abundance (at continuously occupied
transect sites). a,b, Distribution change is plotted against standardized variables: log10 habitat availability index, rank order dispersal ability and change in
abundance for the first study period (1970–1982 to 1995–1999; a) and the second study period (1995–1999 to 2005–2009; b). Solid lines are the fitted
relationship for the most important explanatory variable (Table 1). The size of points reflects weighting in analyses involving abundance change
(weight= 1/s.e.m. abundance), which improved the model fit for the second period, but not the first.

retracted (mean change=−2% yr−1±0.2 s.e.m.). The abundance
trends of species were generally stable in permanently occupied
sites (mean abundance change = −0.5% yr−1 ± 1.75 s.e.m.). The
best fittingmodels included habitat availability and dispersal ability,
but not abundance (Table 1a). Habitat availability was the most
important explanatory variable (R2

= 0.35, Supplementary Table
4a); range expansions were greatest for species with high habitat
availability (Fig. 1a). Dispersal ability was much less important and
in models where it was included it showed a negative relationship.
This unexpected relationship suggests that once habitat availability
was accounted for, less dispersive species did not fare anyworse than
more dispersive species.

In the later study period, 11 species extended their ranges (mean
change = 1.4% yr−1 ± 0.3 s.e.m.) and 14 species retracted (mean
change=−0.8% yr−1± 0.1 s.e.m.), during a period when overall
abundance trends were negative (mean change=−6.99% yr−1±
3.04 s.e.m.). In contrast to the first period, the best fitting model
included only abundance (Table 1a and Fig. 1b). Distribution
change showed a positive association with abundance change
(R2
= 0.15, Supplementary Table 4b); species that retracted their

ranges showed larger declines in abundance (mean abundance
change=−11.47% yr−1±4.23 s.e.m), whereas species with ex-
panding ranges showed considerably smaller declines or had stable
abundances (mean change=−2.39% yr−1±2.92 s.e.m). Thus there
was little consistency in the responses of species over the two study
periods13 and the importance of habitat availability as a determinant
of range expansion also varied over time, associatedwith abundance
trends. We found little evidence that dispersal was important,
which supports other studies indicating that species’ traits are poor
predictors of distribution changes2, and our results suggest that the
importance of species’ traits may be context-specific.

Previous research has found a strong relationship between
abundance changes and distribution changes5,16 and we show
that abundance trends are important for determining whether

or not species expand their range. The absence of abundance as
an important predictor of distribution changes in the best fitting
models in the first study period may be because we analysed
abundance trends only at continuously occupied sites. When
data for transect sites colonized during the first period were also
included in estimates of species’ abundance trends, abundance
was positively related to change in distribution area, suggesting
that increased overall abundance was a consequence rather than
a cause of expansion (Table 1b). This implies that species with
generally stable abundances in long-established populations exhibit
density-dependent, positive population growth at newly colonized
sites21. In contrast, species with steeply declining abundances in
long-established sites would be unlikely to produce many migrants
and may show negative population growth at newly colonized sites,
hence fail to establish and expand their ranges22.

We further tested these determinants of distribution changes
by examining factors associated with colonization in the subset
of species that expanded their ranges in the second study
period (N = 11 species; Fig. 2 and Supplementary Information).
We found that habitat availability was the most important
explanatory variable of median colonization distance (R2

= 0.55,
Supplementary Table 6) and that dispersal ability and abundance
trends were not important (Table 1c and Fig. 3). Thus for the
subset of species in the second period with stable abundances
and expanding ranges, species with greater habitat availability
colonized over longer distances, in agreement with our findings
in the first period and supporting the notion that species’ traits
(for example, dispersal ability), other than those that affect
habitat availability, may be poor predictors of distribution change2.
For declining species the null model was best, as was expected
because colonization is not usually an important feature of
declining distributions.

Our results suggest that positive or stable abundance trends
are a prerequisite for species’ range expansion23, enabling species
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Figure 2 | The distribution and colonization distances of Polygonnia c-album. a, The change in distribution of the butterfly from 1995–1999 to 2005–2009
(10 km resolution). Blue squares,occupied in 1995–1999, green squares,colonized in 2005–2009. b, A selection of the distribution data at 1 km resolution,
showing presence in 1995–1999 (blue squares) and new records in 2005–2009 (green squares). c, The distances from new locations at the species’
distribution edge (defined as 10-km squares that were unoccupied in 1995–1999 but colonized in 2005–2009) to the nearest existing records (red arrow in
panel b) were found and used to compute colonization distance distributions.
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Figure 3 | Colonization distance for distribution-expanding species in relation to habitat availability, dispersal ability and change in abundance.
a–c, Median colonization distance (km) is plotted against standardized log10 habitat availability index (a), rank order dispersal ability (b) and change in
abundance at continuously occupied transect sites) for the second study period (1995–1999 to 2005–2009; c). Solid line is the fitted relationship for the
most important explanatory variable (Table 1).

to establish populations in new sites. Once these conditions
are met, habitat availability, which arises from the interaction
between a species’ niche-related traits and the environment,
becomes a limiting factor. During the first study period, when

abundance trends generally were not limiting, habitat availability
was the most important determinant of range expansion (10 km
grid resolution data). During the second period, when declining
abundance trends limited expansion, habitat availability had
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Table 1 | Average model parameter estimates, standard errors
and relative importance of variables.

Model variables Estimate Unconditional
s.e.m.

Relative
importance*

(a) Change in distribution (abundance from continuously occupied
sites)†

1970–1982 to 1995–1999
Habitat availability 1.835 0.584 1
Dispersal ability −0.659 0.715 0.28

1995–1999 to 2005–2009
Change in abundance 1.427 0.631 1

(b) Change in distribution (abundance from all sites)‡

1970–1982 to 1995–1999
Change in abundance 1.996 0.531 1
Habitat availability 2.059 0.626 1
Abundance×habitat 1.670 0.803 0.61
Dispersal ability −0.873 0.531 0.68
Abundance×dispersal 1.858 1.017 0.21

1995–1999 to 2005–2009
Change in abundance 1.258 0.442 1

(c) Median colonization distance§

1995–1999 to 2005–2009
Habitat availability 3.802 1.045 1

*Relative importance of variables of 1 indicates that the variable was present in all top models,
or was the only variable when model averaging was not necessary because the difference in
AICc between the first and second highest ranking models was >2 (Supplementary Tables 4
and 6). †Response variable is change in distribution area (using species’ abundances from only
continuously occupied transect sites). ‡Response variable is change in distribution area (using
species’ abundances from all sites including those that were colonized during the study period).
§Response variable is median colonization distances.

no predictive power, but was the most important explanatory
variable for the subset of species with expanding distributions and
stable abundance trends (for colonization distances estimated at
1 km grid resolution).

Drivers of range expansion in response to climate warming
vary over time and species’ abundance patterns are crucial to
interpreting these responses. It is unclear why the abundance of
many butterfly species have declined in Britain, but the abundance
of many other taxa are also declining24. Current evidence suggests
that many species fail to expand because of lack of suitable
habitat7, so habitat connectivity should be improved25. Our
results strongly support this conclusion for the subset of species
with stable abundances whose ranges are already expanding and
management such as habitat restoration may increase their rates
of expansion26. However this type of habitat management is likely
to prove ineffective for species with declining abundances. We
conclude that conservation management to stabilize and increase
abundance trends within the core of species’ ranges is required
(for example, improving habitat quality) and that habitat creation
to increase the number of species extending their range margins
polewards will be effective only once species’ abundance trends
are stable or increasing.

Methods
Change in species’ distribution area was the percentage change in the number
of 10 km×10 km grid squares occupied. Subsampling was carried out on the
data set to account for the temporal increase in recording effort using established
methods to give similar number of records and spatial coverage over time27 (see
Supplementary Information).

A rank mobility score17 based on expert opinion was used to represent
species’ dispersal ability. Habitat availability was quantified separately for the two

study periods as the proportion of each species’ breeding habitat in the landscape
using LCM2000 (ref. 19) and LCM2007 (ref. 18) 25m resolution raster data
sets, respectively. Land-cover categories relevant to species’ breeding habitats
were identified using expert opinion14 and weighted based on the frequency with
which species’ distribution records were associated with that land-cover type (see
Supplementary Information). Change in abundance from the UKBMS transect
data set was calculated for continuously occupied transect sites, but subsequent
analyses also included recently colonized sites (see main text). To estimate change
in abundance for each species, log10 abundance index was regressed against year16,
with transect site as a random variable.

For each species during the second study period, we quantified colonization
distances from the BNM data set (1 km grid resolution). The distances and
frequencies of newly colonized sites (new 1 km grid square records in 2005–2009)
from the nearest occupied sites (existing 1 km records in 1995–1999; Fig. 2 and
Supplementary Fig. 1) were computed in the statistical package R (ref. 28). We
included only colonizations at species’ distribution edges (10 km squares that were
unoccupied in 1995–1999 but colonized by 2005–2009; N = 12,234 colonizations).
Inverse power functions were fitted to the colonization-distance distributions for
each species and the median distances from the fitted curves were used in analyses
(Supplementary Table 5).

Annual temperature data from the Central England Temperature series were
downloaded from the UK Met Office (http://www.metoffice.gov.uk) to compute
temperature change.

Received 26 April 2013; accepted 28 November 2013;
published online 5 January 2014

References
1. Mattila, N., Kaitala, V., Komonen, A., PäIvinen, J. & Kotiaho, J. S. Ecological

correlates of distribution change and range shift in butterflies. Insect Conserv.
Divers. 4, 239–246 (2011).

2. Angert, A. L. et al. Do species’ traits predict recent shifts at expanding range
edges? Ecol. Lett. 14, 677–689 (2011).

3. Brereton, T., Roy, D. B., Middlebrook, I., Botham, M. & Warren, M. The
development of butterfly indicators in the United Kingdom and assessments in
2010. J. Insect Conserv. 15, 139–151 (2011).

4. Arribas, P. et al. Evaluating drivers of vulnerability to climate change: a guide
for insect conservation strategies. Glob. Change Biol. 18, 2135–2146 (2012).

5. Warren, M. S. et al. Rapid responses of British butterflies to opposing forces of
climate and habitat change. Nature 414, 65–69 (2001).

6. Gaston, K. J. & Blackburn, T. M. Large-scale dynamics in colonization and
extinction for breeding birds in Britain. J. Anim. Ecol. 71, 390–399 (2002).

7. Hill, J. K. et al. Responses of butterflies to twentieth century climate
warming: Implications for future ranges. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 269,
2163–2171 (2002).

8. Newton, I. Links between the abundance and distribution of birds. Ecography
20, 137–145 (1997).

9. Chen, I. C., Hill, J. K., Ohlemüller, R., Roy, D. B. & Thomas, C. D. Rapid range
shifts of species associated with high levels of climate warming. Science 333,
1024–1026 (2011).

10. Eglington, S. M. & Pearce-Higgins, J. W. Disentangling the relative importance
of changes in climate and land-use intensity in driving recent bird population
trends. PLoS ONE 7, e30407 (2012).

11. La Sorte, F. A. & Jetz, W. Tracking of climatic niche boundaries under recent
climate change. J. Anim. Ecol. 81, 914–925 (2012).

12. Devictor, V. et al. Differences in the climatic debts of birds and butterflies at a
continental scale. Nature Clim. Change 2, 121–124 (2012).

13. Mair, L. et al. Temporal variation in responses of species to four decades of
climate warming. Glob. Change Biol. 18, 2439–2447 (2012).

14. Asher, J. et al. The Millennium Atlas of Butterflies in Britain and Ireland (Oxford
Univ. Press, 2001).

15. Botham, M. S. et al. United Kingdom Butterfly Monitoring Scheme Report for
2009 (CEHWallingford, 2010).

16. Pollard, E., Moss, D. & Yates, T. J. Population trends of common British
butterflies at monitored sites. J. Appl. Ecol. 32, 9–16 (1995).

17. Cowley, M. J. R. et al. Density-distribution relationships in British butterflies.
I. The effect of mobility and spatial scale. J. Anim. Ecol. 70, 410–425 (2001).

18. Morton, D. et al. Final Report for LCM2007—The New UK Land Cover Map
(NERC/Centre for Ecology Hydrology, 2011).

19. Fuller, R. M. et al. Land Cover Map 2000 Final Report (NERC/Centre for
Ecology and Hydrology, 2002).

20. Burnham, K. P. & Anderson, D. R.Model Selection and Multimodel Inference. A
Practical Information-Theoretic Approach 2nd edn (Springer, 2002).

21. Nee, S., Gregory, R. D. & May, R. M. Core and satellite species: Theory and
artefacts. Oikos 62, 83–87 (1991).

22. Conrad, K. F., Perry, J. N. & Woiwod, I. P. An abundance-occupancy time-lag
during the decline of an arctiid tiger moth. Ecol. Lett. 4, 300–303 (2001).

23. Willis, S. G. et al. Dynamic distribution modelling: Predicting the present from
the past. Ecography 32, 5–12 (2009).

| www.nature.com/natureclimatechange130 NATURE CLIMATE CHANGE | VOL 4 | FEBRUARY 2014

© 2014 Macmillan Publishers Limited.  All rights reserved. 

 

http://www.nature.com/doifinder/10.1038/nclimate2086
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk
http://www.nature.com/natureclimatechange


NATURE CLIMATE CHANGE DOI: 10.1038/NCLIMATE2086 LETTERS
24. McRae, L. et al. in Living Planet Report 2012 (eds Grooten, M. et al.) 16–35

(WWF, 2012).
25. Lawton, J. H. et al. Making Species of Nature: A Review of England’s Wildlife

Sites and Ecological Network (Report to Defra, 2010).
26. Davies, Z. G., Wilson, R. J., Brereton, T. M. & Thomas, C. D. The re-expansion

and improving status of the silver-spotted skipper butterfly (Hesperia comma)
in Britain: A metapopulation success story. Biol. Conserv. 124, 189–198 (2005).

27. Fox, R., Asher, J., Brereton, T., Roy, D. & Warren, M. The State of Butterflies in
Britain and Ireland (Pisces Publications, 2006).

28. R: A language and environment for statistical computing (R Foundation for
Statistical Computing, 2012).

Acknowledgements
We thank the large number of recorders contributing data to the UKBMS and the BNM
data sets. The UKBMS is operated by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, Butterfly

Conservation and financially supported by a consortium of government agencies. L.M.,
J.H.K. and C.D.T. were supported by NERC grant NE/H00940X/1.

Author contributions
J.K.H. and C.D.T. conceived and supervised the study and edited the manuscript.
R.F., M.B. and T.B. provided data and edited the manuscript. L.M. analysed the data
and wrote the manuscript.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available in the online version of the paper. Reprints and
permissions information is available online at www.nature.com/reprints. Correspondence
and requests for materials should be addressed to L.M.

Competing financial interests
The authors declare no competing financial interests.

| www.nature.com/natureclimatechange 131NATURE CLIMATE CHANGE | VOL 4 | FEBRUARY 2014

© 2014 Macmillan Publishers Limited.  All rights reserved. 

 

http://www.nature.com/doifinder/10.1038/nclimate2086
http://www.nature.com/doifinder/10.1038/nclimate2086
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://www.nature.com/natureclimatechange

	Abundance changes and habitat availability drive species' responses to climate change
	Methods
	Figure 1 Change in species' distribution area in relation to habitat availability, dispersal ability and change in abundance (at continuously occupied transect sites).
	Figure 2 The distribution and colonization distances of Polygonnia c-album.
	Figure 3 Colonization distance for distribution-expanding species in relation to habitat availability, dispersal ability and change in abundance. 
	Table 1 Average model parameter estimates, standard errors and relative importance of variables.
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Additional information
	Competing financial interests



