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Abstract
The effective size of a population (Ne) determines the retention of neutral genetic variation in isolated populations, and is 
therefore a key parameter in conservation genetics. However, while our knowledge on the genetic properties of endangered 
populations has vastly improved in recent decades, rather little is known about the drivers of variation in Ne/Nc (the ratio 
between Ne and the population census size Nc) within given species. In the present study, we used eight microsatellite 
markers to genotype 898 adult common toads (Bufo bufo) obtained over five reproductive seasons from a single population 
(2004–2006 and 2008–2009), and related annual measures of Ne to cohort-specific population attributes. Consistent with the 
hypothesis that shifts in fitness-related traits can alter reproductive shares, we observed an increase in annual Ne and Ne/Nc 
ratios in parallel with a decline in body size in both sexes, and in parallel with an increase in body condition in males. The 
obtained Ne values also corresponded well with parentage inferences across the 6-year study period, which assigned 46.3% 
of individuals recorded in 2008 and 2009 to at least one putative parent from the 2004–2006 cohorts. Our study highlights 
a possible causative link between phenotypic traits such as body size and Ne/Nc, which has the potential to influence the 
amount of genetic erosion through drift.
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Introduction

The effective size of a population (Ne) is the main determi-
nant of the standing amount of genetic variation in isolated 
demes, and therefore a central concept in conservation biol-
ogy (e.g. Charlesworth 2009). At time scales relevant for 
conservation management, Ne and the related measure Nb 
(the effective number of breeders, e.g. Waples et al. 2013) 
are regularly estimated using genetic markers for comparison 
with population census size Nc (the number of adult individ-
uals comprising a population; for reviews see Luikart et al. 
2010; Palstra and Fraser 2012). Early studies largely related 
Ne/Nc ratios to life-histories of specific taxa (Frankham 
1995; see also Palstra and Ruzzante 2008), before a large 

body of evidence has accumulated to show that such ratios 
are also population-specific and can for example depend 
on environmental conditions (Belmar-Lucero et al. 2012; 
Duong et al. 2013; Whiteley et al. 2015). Of particular note 
is the regular observation that Ne/Nc is higher in rather small 
populations (i.e., there is an inverse relationship between 
Ne/Nc and Nc), resulting in a lower relative rate of genetic 
erosion in demes comprising small numbers of individuals 
(“genetic compensation”, Ardren and Kapuscinski 2003; 
Jehle et al. 2005; Beebee 2009; Bernos and Frazer 2016; 
Ferchaud et al. 2016; but see also Mueller et al. 2016 who 
report on a case of Ne/Nc rising with Nc due to increased 
adult survival). While the underlying causes for this observa-
tion remain largely elusive in empirical studies, theoretical 
models suggest that density-dependent reproductive contri-
butions account for such a relationship (Myhre et al. 2016, 
2017). However, although reproductive contributions also 
heavily depend on fitness-related traits such as body size, 
studies which link Ne/Nc ratios with phenotypic attributes 
are so far largely lacking.

Amphibians are a group of vertebrates for which DNA-
based inferences play a pivotal role in their conservation 
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management (for reviews see Jehle and Arntzen 2002; 
Beebee 2005, 2018; McCartney-Melstad and Shaffer 
2015). Temperate pond-breeding species reproduce at dis-
tinct breeding foci over confined time periods, and meas-
ures such as Nc, Ne and Nb can therefore be obtained in a 
relatively straightforward way (e.g. Phillipsen et al. 2011; 
Sánchez-Montes et al. 2017; Gutiérrez-Rodríguez et al. 
2017). However, due to their high fecundity and life-history 
traits such as metamorphosis, it is logistically difficult to 
follow individuals across their lifetime, and studies which 
measure patterns of individual reproductive success across 
wild populations are still rare (but see Ursprung et al. 2011; 
Richards-Zawacki et al. 2012).

Despite recent declines, the common toad (Bufo bufo) 
remains one of the most widespread amphibians in central 
and northern Europe (e.g., Sillero et al. 2014; Petrovan and 
Schmidt 2016). Life-history traits such as male-biased oper-
ational sex ratios are linked to rather low levels of genetic 
variation, and corresponding Ne and Nb values are typically 
below other anurans (Scribner et al. 1997; Brede and Beebee 
2006). The population structure of B. bufo is further shaped 
by human habitat alteration, with negative effects on stand-
ing levels of genetic variation (Hitchings and Beebee 1998; 
Scribner et al. 2001; Flavenot et al. 2015; see also Roth and 
Jehle 2016). In the present study, we employ a temporal 
genetic sampling regime to an intensively studied (1980–pre-
sent) B. bufo population which previously underwent a 
decrease in individual body condition and survival linked 
to a local rise in spring temperature (Reading and Clarke 
1995; Reading 2007). We use DNA samples from adults 
collected over five years of this long-term study (2004–2006 
and 2008–2009) to (i) document temporal trends in yearly 
single-sample measures of Ne, (ii) relate Ne/Nc with yearly 
measures of population parameters (Nc, sex ratios, body size 
and body condition of males and females), and (iii) recon-
struct parentages across the study period to reconcile the 
obtained Ne/Nc values with inferences on individual repro-
ductive contributions. Based on such inferences, we specifi-
cally test the hypothesis that Ne/Nc is linked to phenotypic 
traits such as body size, caused by effects which are similar 
to those observed for genetic compensation linked to Nc.

Materials and methods

The study site is an approximately 0.34 ha pond formed by a 
flooded clay pit north of the Purbeck Hills in Dorset, south-
ern England. Despite three other breeding ponds situated 
within 830 m distance, pond fidelity was previously esti-
mated as > 96% for males and > 93% for females (Reading 
et al. 1991), and we therefore assumed the population to be 
closed. As part of an ongoing long-term study, adult B. bufo 
have been recorded since 1980 by daily, exhaustive surveys 

from the first sightings at the start of the breeding season 
(end January) until two successive days without captures or 
sightings (in April; e.g. Reading and Clarke 1995; Reading 
2001, 2003, 2007). Individual B. bufo are manually caught in 
the water through searches around the entire pond circumfer-
ence for about 1 h; after processing all captured individuals, 
this procedure is repeated a second time before all toads 
from both capture sessions are released back into the pond. 
For data collected between 1981 and 1998, this protocol led 
to a mean annual catch efficiency of 83.75% for males and 
70.93% for females (Reading 2001).

Toads were individually weighed (to the nearest g), meas-
ured (snout-vent length, SVL, in mm), and marked by a sin-
gle toe-clip (one of the outer two fingers or toes 2, 3 and 5) 
to denote the year of capture and to serve as a tissue sample 
for genetic analyses. In addition, toads were also marked 
with implanted Passive Integrated Transponder (PIT) tags 
for individual identification. Body condition indices (BCI) 
were calculated following Reading (2007): for each sex, a 
regression analysis of  log10 body mass against  log10 SVL 
was conducted, pooling the data for all years before analys-
ing the residuals by year to obtain a mean annual value. 
Positive and negative values represent years in which the 
mean body condition was above and below average, respec-
tively. We did not consider weight alone for any analyses as 
ingested food and egg production (in females) can increase 
its variability.

For the present study, we considered the years 2004–2006 
as well as 2008–2009 of this long-term study. Based on the 
known minimum ages at which males (2 years) and females 
(4 years) reach sexual maturity (Reading 1991), the study 
period was therefore assumed to encompass parts of two 
successive generations, at however non-discrete generational 
turnover. Due to logistic constraints we did not consider 
2007, and for the years 2004–2006 and 2008 only geno-
typed individuals found in amplexus, as an operational sex 
ratio strongly in favour of males (see below) would have 
multiplied the genotyping effort required to include the 
entire male cohorts. For 2009 (the last study year), we con-
sidered additional males for our parentage inferences only, 
to increase our sampling of possible progeny from toads 
recorded between 2004 and 2006; these samples were not 
used for Ne calculations to avoid a possible ascertainment 
bias for between-year comparisons. This strategy led to a 
comprehensive genetic sampling of females, but only con-
sidered a subset of males recorded over the study period.

DNA extractions were conducted with approximately 
half of the toe using standard phenol–chloroform extractions 
(Sambrook et al. 1989). DNA was re-suspended in 20 µl 
 dH2O, quantified with the Beckman Coulter Nanovette for 
use with the Jenway 6305 UV/visible range spectrophotom-
eter, and diluted to a concentration of 10 ng/µl. Individuals 
were genotyped using eight polymorphic microsatellite loci 
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previously described in Brede et al. (2001: Bbuf11, Bbuf15, 
Bbuf24, Bbuf46, Bbuf49, Bbuf54, Bbuf62, and Bbuf65). 
PCRs were conducted with an Applied Biosystems 2720 
thermal cycler, using the touch-down thermal profiles as 
described in Brede et al. (2001). At a total reaction volume 
of 10 μl, the PCRs contained 4.3 μl of  H2O, 1 μl of template 
DNA, 1 μl of × 10 reaction buffer [Bioline Ltd, UK, 160 mM 
 (NH4)2SO4, 670 mM Tris–HCl (pH 8.8 at 25 °C), 0.1% sta-
bilizer], 1 μl of 25 mM of each dNTP, 0.6 μl of 25 mM 
 MgCl2, 1 μl of 10 pmol/μl of each primer, and 0.1 μl of Taq 
(5 units/μl). PCR products were fluorescently labelled with 
HEX, FAM and AT550, and genotyped in two sets using 
an Applied Biosystems 3130 Genetic Analyser and a LIZ 
size standard. Alleles were scored manually using the soft-
ware PeakScanner (Applied Biosystems), and Tandem 1.08 
(Matschiner and Salzburger 2009) was used for the binning 
of alleles. The software Microchecker (Oosterhout et al. 
2004) was used to detect possible linkage disequilibrium 
(LD) and the presence of null alleles. The known identity of 
toads based on PIT tag implants was used to retrospectively 
(and blindly) calculate genotyping error rates, by comparing 
the genetic profile of identical individuals sampled in more 
than one year and defined as the number of incorrect alleles 
divided by the total number of alleles. Genepop On The Web 
v4.0 (Rousset 2008) was used to obtain Hardy–Weinberg 
proportions.

The population census size Nc was defined as the total 
number of males and females recorded in each study year 
through the field sampling protocol as described above (see 
also e.g. Reading and Clarke 1983, 1995). Because the aim 
of this study was to link measures of Ne to dynamic popula-
tion parameters, we used single-sample estimators to obtain 
yearly values. Given that the sampling was based on adult 
individuals which stem from a range of previous reproduc-
tive cycles depending on their age, we indeed obtained val-
ues of Ne as opposed to Nb (see e.g. Waples et al. 2014). 
Importantly, the past reproductive cycles which led to the 
demographic parameters we measured for a given year (Nc 
Ne, and operational sex ratios) were also largely responsi-
ble for the phenotypic traits of interest in this year (body 
size and condition), as adult body size in anurans is already 
shaped in their first year of life (e.g. Schmidt et al. 2012).

To obtain yearly Ne measures we adopted two comple-
mentary approaches. Firstly, we employed the program Col-
ony2 (Wang and Santure 2009) to estimate Ne by inferring 
sib-ship relationships among samples (SA, Jones and Wang 
2010). Given that our sampling of adult toads encompassed 
a range of mating seasons from which these individuals 
could have originated, we assumed polygamy in both sexes 
(polyandry in females has been previously reported, Sztatec-
sny et al. 2006), no inbreeding, and used a full-likelihood 
approach with no sib-ship prior. Allele frequencies were not 
updated during runs since there was no prior expectation of 

family size, and error rates were set as determined by the 
comparison of genotypes obtained from identical individu-
als. Secondly, we also used NeEstimator V2.1 (Do et al. 
2014) to calculate Ne values using the LD method (e.g. Hill 
1981).

For a comparison with obtained Ne values, Colony2 
was also used to perform parentage analyses between two 
partial generations represented by our study duration (puta-
tive parental cohorts represented by 2004–2006, and puta-
tive adult offspring represented by 2008–2009). Colony2 
employs a maximum likelihood method to consider the 
whole population rather than relationships between paired 
individuals (Wang and Santure 2009; Jones and Wang 2010). 
In a first step, subsets of candidate parents from single years 
(2004, 2005 and 2006 separately, irrespective of body size 
and reproductive status) were used in an attempt to estab-
lish full parentage for all putative offspring (2008 and 2009 
combined). Further runs were performed by combing all 
possible year combinations (2004 and 2005, 2004 and 2006, 
as well as 2005 and 2006), to account for cases in which one 
parent was not sampled in the same year as its mating part-
ner. Runs to estimate maternities and paternities alone were 
also conducted for each parental cohort year (2004–2006). 
If an offspring with full parentage assigned was not linked 
to the same mother based on the maternity- and paternity-
only analyses, and when there were discordances between 
different runs, then these dyads were discarded. We only 
considered parentage inferences at probabilities above 0.8.

Relationships between yearly SVL and BCI data with Ne 
and Ne/Nc values were established using linear regressions 
separately for each sex in R (R Core Team 2018), and all 
other statistical analyses were performed using Past (Ham-
mer et al. 2001). Due to the inability to obtain Ne(LD) values 
for 2004 (see also below), we only conducted the statistical 
analyses for Ne(SA) which was available for all five study 
years. Due to the overall rather low sample size of study 
years, we refrained from, for example, a linear model across 
several independent variables.

Results

We obtained a total of 898 genotypes from adult B. bufo 
recorded between 2004 and 2009 (104–288 genotypes per 
year with the exception of 2007, Table 1). A posteriori iden-
tity comparisons through PIT tags revealed that 44 (4.8%) of 
these genotypes represented 22 individuals (16 females and 
6 males) recorded in two study years. Nineteen of these cases 
(13 females and all 6 males) occurred within 2004–2006 
or within 2008–2009, with three females recorded in both 
time periods. Genotyping error rates derived from these 22 
individuals were 3.4% (7 out of 22 toads had mismatches 
for up to two out of a maximum of 16 alleles; 3 of these 
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mismatches were possibly caused by null alleles). Three out 
of eight loci (Bbuf11, Bbuf62 and Bbuf65) were character-
ised by homozygote excess in some of the cohorts, which for 
two loci (Bbuf62 and Bbuf65) were linked to low proportions 
of null alleles identified by Microchecker; no evidence for 
LD between loci was found. Because similar deviations were 
found for the same loci in a previous study (Roth and Jehle 
2016), they are likely due to amplification failures.

Yearly Nc as determined through the exhaustive field 
surveys ranged between 473 (2005) and 785 (2008) indi-
viduals, at an operational sex ratio between 0.14 (2006) and 
0.37 (2008) in favour of males. Remarkably, both sexes were 
characterised by a yearly decrease in SVL (exception: males 
in 2006), which paralleled an overall increase in BCI over 
the study period (Table 1). The lack of relationships with 
Nc suggests that SVL and BCI are not governed by density-
dependent forces in a given year (Pearson product-moment 
correlation, SVL: females: r = − 0.02, P = 0.81; males r = 
− 0.12, P = 0.85; BCI: females: r = − 0.09, P = 0.89; males: 
r = − 0.41, P = 0.49).

The SA and LD approaches to infer single-sample Ne dif-
fered from each other by a factor of up to approximately 
five, with generally higher values for Ne(LD) and values 
outside the confidence limits of each other in all years 
except 2005 (Table 2; no estimate for Ne(LD) was obtained 
for 2004). While Ne was unrelated to yearly genetic sam-
ple size (Pearson product-moment correlation: Ne(SA), r = 

0.64, P = 0.25; Ne(LD), r = 0.89, P = 0.11), both estima-
tors revealed a continuous rise in Ne over time (Table 2). 
For Ne(SA), the decline in SVL over the same study period 
led to a negative correlation between yearly Ne and SVL 
for both sexes (females, t = − 4.09, P < 0.001; males, t = 
− 8.32, P < 0.001; see also Fig. 1). Furthermore, Ne(SA) 
was unrelated to BCI in females, and positively related to 
BCI in males (females, t = 1.74, P = 0.08; males, t = 11.37, 
P < 0.001; Fig. 1). Ne(SA)/Nc remained between 0.07 and 
0.08 over four study years before a twofold increase in 2009, 
whereas Ne(LD)/Nc revealed a more steady rise up to 0.67 
(Table 2). As was the case for Ne(SA) alone, we found a 
negative relationship between Ne(SA)/Nc and SVL for both 
sexes (linear regression: females, t = − 3.74, P < 0.001; 
males, t = − 8.30, P < 0.001), and a positive relationship 
between Ne(SA)/Nc and BCI only in males (linear regression: 
females, t = 1.93, P = 0.05, males, t = 9.29, P < 0.001). 
Ne(SA)/Nc was unrelated to operational sex ratios as well as 
Nc in the same year (Pearson product-moment correlation: 
operational sex ratio, r = 0.28, P = 0.65; Nc, r = 0.34, P = 
0.58).

When inferring parentage between the two partial gen-
erations, the combined Colony2 runs assigned 75 out 
of 412 toads (18.2%) from the putative parental cohort 
(2004–2006) to individuals from the putative offspring 
cohort (2008–2009). As a maximal reproductive output, one 
female produced 10 offspring, and the most successful male 

Table 1  Descriptive demographic and genetic data of the B. bufo population over five study years

Nc adult population census size, u number of individuals unrecorded in previous years (females/males), m number of missing individuals 
(recorded in the preceding year and the following year, but not in the given year; females/males), OSR operational sex ratio (females/males), SVL 
snout-vent length, f females, m males, BCI body condition index, ng genetic sample size (in brackets: number of individuals previously geno-
typed as members of earlier cohorts; *: sample size for parentage inferences only), Ho observed heterozygosity, He expected heterozygosity

Year Nc u m OSR Mean SVL Mean BCI ng (f, m) Ho He

f (n = 618) m (n = 2336) f (n = 592) m (n = 2335)

2004 593 120/324 0/3 0.35 78.67 65.52 − 0.0034 − 0.0030 96, 95 (–) 0.72 0.76
2005 473 60/329 2/2 0.18 77.11 64.48 − 0.0042 − 0.0083 59, 58 (11) 0.72 0.78
2006 538 64/402 0/1 0.14 76.92 65.09 0.0033 − 0.0107 52, 52 (2) 0.73 0.77
2008 785 183/454 0/15 0.37 76.34 64.20 − 0.0012 0.0057 99, 99 (5) 0.74 0.78
2009 572 97/369 5/4 0.26 75.03 62.89 0.0073 0.0141 100, 99/188* (4) 0.75 0.79

Table 2  Single-sample 
measures of Ne (95% confidence 
intervals in brackets) for 
different study years in a B. bufo 
population in south Dorset

Ne effective population size, Nc population census size, SA sib-ship method, LD linkage disequilibrium 
method. For more details see text

Year Ne(SA) Ne(SA)/Nc Ne(LD) Ne(LD)/Nc

2004 39 (26–62) 0.07 (0.04–0.10) – –
2005 39 (27–61) 0.08 (0.06–0.13) 35.6 (29.7–43.7) 0.08 (0.06–0.09)
2006 40 (26–62) 0.07 (0.05–0.12) 162.3 (118.9–247.5) 0.30 (0.22–0.46)
2008 65 (46–92) 0.08 (0.06–0.12) 320.2 (229.8–509.3) 0.41 (0.29–0.64)
2009 90 (70–122) 0.16 (0.12–0.21) 382.0 (214.6–549.4) 0.67 (0.37–0.96)
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sired five offspring (Fig. 2). Within the offspring cohort, 54 
individuals (out of 486, i.e. 11.1%) were assigned to a total 
of 31 parental pairs, with 17, 9, 4 and 1 pair(s) produced 
one, two, three and six offspring each, respectively. Two 
females and three males produced offspring with more than 
one mating partner recorded in different years. A further 
96 individuals (19.8%) were assigned to 43 mothers with 
unknown fathers, and 75 individuals (15.4%) were assigned 
to 34 fathers with unknown mothers. For the reminder of 
offspring (53.7%), no parents were found.

Discussion

To shed more light into mechanisms which govern the reten-
tion of genetic variation in endangered populations, there 
is currently a need to relate Ne to population traits across 
a wider range of taxa and environments. While it is well 
established that demographic factors such as sex ratios, 
skewed family size and population size fluctuations affect 
Ne (e.g. Charlesworth 2009; Wang 2016), to the best of our 
knowledge the present investigation is among the first to 

Fig. 1  Relationship between mean body size (SVL) and Body Condition Index (BCI) with effective population size (Ne) as estimated by the sib-
ship assignment method. Left panel: females, right panel: males. Error bars denote standard errors

Fig. 2  Number of offspring (individuals recorded between 2008 and 
2009) produced by individuals recorded between 2004 and 2006. 
Black bars: females, white bars: males
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link temporal changes in Ne to shifts in phenotypic popula-
tion attributes. More specifically, we document an inverse 
relationship between Ne and Ne/Nc with body size over five 
reproductive cycles in a common toad (B. bufo) population. 
We further compare the obtained Ne/Nc measures with par-
entage data across the two partial generations represented 
by our study duration.

While our case study is supported by a statistically robust 
association between Ne/Nc and body size for two independ-
ent Ne estimators, it is also limited by the low number of 
sampling years (a sample size of 4 and 5 for Ne(LD) and 
Ne(SA), respectively). The inability to obtain Ne(LD) for 
2004 is further paralleled by the low number of eight loci 
used. General caution is therefore required when interpreting 
the obtained findings, despite the consistent sampling strat-
egy which should lead to un-biased between-year compari-
sons of Ne (for example, Ne was unlinked to genetic sample 
size). Particularly females in our study population often have 
non-overlapping aquatic phases of only a few days during 
the breeding season (detailed data not shown), which pre-
cludes the straightforward application of capture-recapture 
approaches to obtain estimates of Nc. Given the high cap-
ture efficiencies achieved through the field sampling protocol 
(a mean of 83.75% for males and 70.93% for females over 
a 18-year period, including individuals which potentially 
missed reproduction in a given year and therefore would not 
be present at the pond; Reading 2001), we therefore deter-
mine Nc through the number of individually recognised cap-
tures; a resulting slight downward bias of Nc should equally 
affect all study years. When considering measures of Ne of 
a specific sampling year, it is important to bear in mind that 
they are based on gene genealogies derived from a range of 
reproductive cycles prior to this year, rendering, for exam-
ple, correlations with yearly environmental conditions not 
meaningful.

Colony2 adopts a Bayesian approach, and care is required 
when interpreting the confidence of inferred parentage. 
While we are unable to verify the accuracy of our parentage 
findings, for example, through known family relationships 
(see e.g. Ursprung et al. 2011), we attempted to be as rigor-
ous as possible by only considering those maternities and 
paternities which became confirmed through independent 
runs with different subsets of data. In a study with known 
pedigrees across five hatchery fish populations, parentage 
reconstruction with Colony2 was accurate when sample 
sizes were near or above Nb (Ackerman et al. 2017). In our 
case, the near-complete sampling coverage of female toads 
combined with similar numbers of males led to sample 
sizes exceeding all measured Ne values at least twofold. The 
parentage inferences revealed that about a third (34.8%) of 
individuals recorded between 2004 and 2006 produced at 
least one individual recorded in 2008 and 2009. Considering 
that the parentage inferences were based on pooled (2008 

and 2009) samples whereas the Ne estimates are based on 
separate values for each yearly cohort, this number is com-
patible with the Ne/Nc values separately for 2008 and 2009. 
However, both Ne(SA) and parentage inferences are based 
on algorithms implemented in Colony2, and therefore might 
not be fully independent from each other. Our estimated gen-
otyping error rate was within the standard deviation of other 
microsatellite studies (Selkoe and Toonen 2006).

Wide confidence intervals and partially incongruent 
results are a common occurrence when comparing differ-
ent single-sample estimators of Ne (Luikart et al. 2010). 
The herein applied LD approach has proven to be robust 
as validated through simulations (Gilbert and Whitlock 
2015). However, the SA approach outperformed LD in 
another study combining simulations and empirical data 
(Wang 2016), which coincides with our finding that only 
Ne(SA), but not Ne(LD), could be calculated for all years. 
Our Ne(SA)/Nc estimates were largely in agreement with 
previous findings from other B. bufo populations (Scribner 
et al. 1997; Brede and Beebee 2006), while the Ne(LD)/Nc 
values were in part markedly higher (0.41 and 0.67 in 2008 
and 2009, respectively). A similar pattern was, for example, 
also observed in Nb(SA) and Nb(LD) comparisons for the 
closely related toad Epidalea calamita (Beebee 2009), and 
could be linked to biases in LD-based calculations depend-
ing on the size of Ne, the mating system and sex ratio of the 
study species, as well as allele frequency distributions (e.g. 
Waples 2006).

Ne is determined by variance in male reproductive success 
as well as female fecundity (e.g. Nunney 1993; Myhre et al. 
2016), and the distribution of successful breeding among 
the members of a population can be measured through 
reproductive skews (e.g. Johnstone 2000). For species with 
large clutch sizes, such as common toads, Ne/Nc should gen-
erally be independent of mean reproductive outputs (e.g. 
Waples and Antao 2014), suggesting that for example an 
overall decline in fecundity alone is not responsible for the 
observed rise in Ne. What are the most likely mechanisms 
responsible for the negative relationship between Ne and 
body size? Firstly, the reduced body size could have influ-
enced patterns of sexual selection. In B. bufo, large body size 
is a favourably selected trait for both sexes: males engage 
in scramble competition whereby large individuals have 
better access to females, and exhibit mate choice towards 
females of bigger size (Davies and Halliday 1978; Arntzen 
1999; Reading 2001). Therefore, directional shifts towards 
smaller body size could have led to a decreased reproductive 
skew when fewer, putatively large individuals monopolise 
successful breeding (in the parental cohort, a small num-
ber of individuals appear to have high reproductive success, 
see Fig. 2). Secondly, changes in environmental conditions 
could have led to independent changes in both body size as 
well as reproductive skews. For example, mild winters have 
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previously been linked to a size reduction in our study popu-
lation (Reading 2007). They furthermore lead to reduced 
fertilisation success of eggs through lower sperm motility 
(Hettyey et al. 2012a, b; Chajma and Vojar 2016), possibly 
leading to lower relative reproductive shares of otherwise 
dominant males. Juvenile B. bufo also have higher survival 
rates at raised hibernation temperatures (Üveges et al. 2016, 
but see also Garner et al. 2011), which has the potential to 
further decrease reproductive skews as measured by gene 
genealogies between successive generations of mature 
individuals.

What are the main conservation implications of the pre-
sent study? Knowledge of the processes that affect Ne/Nc 
are generally important, because Ne is inversely related to 
extinction risk (Whitlock 2000; Frankham 2005). In amphib-
ians, habitat modification can lead to altered patterns of 
sexual selection (e.g. Halfwerk et al. 2019), and climate 
change is generally associated with decreased body sizes 
(Reading 2007; Sheridan and Bickford 2011; Caruso et al. 
2014). Assuming that our Ne values and body size distri-
butions are indeed causally interlinked, then we describe 
a new scenario of genetic compensation whereby shifts in 
phenotypic traits can lead to higher Ne/Nc ratios (in addition 
to Nc reductions, e.g. Ardren and Kapuscinski 2003; Myhre 
et al. 2016). Future studies should collect genetic data over 
a larger number of reproductive cycles to allow for more 
robust statistical analyses, and relate the temporal dynamics 
of Ne estimates to further demographic parameters such as 
survival rates.

Acknowledgements The work was funded by a University of Salford 
Graduate Teaching Assistant PhD studentship. The permanent marking 
of toads was licensed under the UK Animals (Scientific Procedures) 
Act 1986. We are grateful to A. Mastin for help and advice with sta-
tistical analysis.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Crea-
tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

Ackerman MW, Hand BK, Waples RK, Luikart G, Waples RS, Steele 
CA, Garner BA, McCane J, Campbell MR (2017) Effective num-
ber of breeders from sib-ship reconstruction: empirical evalua-
tions using hatchery steelhead. Evol Appl 10:146–160

Ardren WR, Kapuscinski AR (2003) Demographic and genetic esti-
mates of effective population size (Ne) reveals genetic compensa-
tion in steelhead trout. Mol Ecol 12:35–49

Arntzen JW (1999) Sexual selection and male mate choice in the com-
mon toad, Bufo bufo. Ethol Ecol Evol 11:407–414

Beebee TJC (2005) Conservation genetics of amphibians. Heredity 
95:423–427

Beebee TJC (2009) A comparison of single-sample effective size 
estimators using empirical toad (Bufo calamita) population data: 
genetic compensation and population size-genetic diversity cor-
relations. Mol Ecol 18:4790–4797

Beebee TJC (2018) Genetic contributions to herpetofauna conservation 
in the British Isles. Herpetol J 28:51–62

Belmar-Lucero S, Wood J, Scott S, Harbicht A, Hutchings J, Fraser 
D (2012) Concurrent habitat and life history influences on effec-
tive/census population size ratios in streamdwelling trout. Ecol 
Evol 2:562–573

Bernos TA, Frazer DJ (2016) Spatiotemporal relationship between 
adult census size and genetic population size across a wide 
population size gradient. Mol Ecol 25:4472–4487

Brede EG, Beebee TJC (2006) Large variations in the ratio of effec-
tive breeding and census population sizes between two species 
of pond-breeding anurans. Biol J Linn Soc 89:365–372

Brede EG, Rowe G, Trojanowski J, Beebee TJC (2001) Polymerase 
Chain Reaction primers for microsatellite loci in the common 
toad Bufo bufo. Mol Ecol Notes 1:308–311

Caruso NM, Sears MW, Adams DC, Lips KR (2014) Widespread 
rapid reductions in body size of adult salamanders in response 
to climate change. Global Change Biol 20:1751–1759

Chajma P, Vojar J (2016) The effect of size-assortative mating on fer-
tilization success of the common toad (Bufo bufo). Amphibia-
Reptilia 37:389–395

Charlesworth B (2009) Effective population size and patterns of 
molecular evolution and variation. Nat Rev Genet 10:195–205

Davies N, Halliday TR (1978) Deep croaks and fighting assessment 
in toads Bufo bufo. Nature 274:683–685

Do C, Waples RS, Peel D, Macbeth GM, Tillett BJ, Ovenden JR 
(2014) NeEstimator v2.0: re-implementation of software for the 
estimation of contemporary effective population size (Ne) from 
genetic data. Mol Ecol Res 41:209–214

Duong TY, Scribner KT, Forsythe PS, Crossman JA, Baker EA 
(2013) Interannual variation in effective number of breeders and 
estimation of effective population size in long-lived iteroparous 
lake sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens). Mol Ecol 22:1282–1294

Ferchaud A-L, Perrier C, April J, Hernandez C, Dionne M, Ber-
natchez L (2016) Making sense of the relationships between Ne, 
Nb and Nc towards defining conservation thresholds in Atlantic 
salmon (Salmo salar). Heredity 117:268–278

Flavenot T, Fellous S, Abdelkrim J, Baguette M, Coulon A (2015) 
Impact of quarrying on genetic diversity: an approach across 
landscapes and over time. Conserv Genet 16:181–194

Frankham R (1995) Effective population size/adult population size 
ratios in wildlife: a review. Genet Res 66:95–107

Frankham R (2005) Genetics and extinction. Biol Conserv 
126:131–140

Garner TWJ, Rowcliffe JM, Fisher MC (2011) Climate change, 
chytridiomycosis or condition: an experimental test of amphib-
ian survival. Glob Change Biol 17:667–675

Gilbert KJ, Whitlock MC (2015) Evaluating methods for estimat-
ing local effective population size with and without migration. 
Evolution 69:2154–2166

Gutiérrez-Rodríguez J, Sánchez-Montes G, Martínez-Solano Í (2017) 
Effective to census population size ratios in two Near Threat-
ened Mediterranean amphibians: Pleurodeles waltl and Pelo-
bates cultripes. Conserv Genet 18:1202–1211

Halfwerk W, Blaas M, Kramer L, Hijner N, Trillo PA, Bernal XE, 
Page RA, Goutte S, Ryan MJ, Ellers J (2019) Adaptive changes 
in sexual signalling in response to urbanization. Nat Ecol Evol 
3:374–380

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 Conservation Genetics

1 3

Hammer Ø, Harper DAT, Ryan PD (2001) PAST: paleontological 
statistics software package for education and data analysis. Pal-
aeontologia Electronica 4:4

Hettyey A, Vági B, Török J, Hoi H (2012a) Allocation in reproduc-
tion is not tailored to the probable number of matings in com-
mon toad (Bufo bufo) males. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 66:201–208

Hettyey A, Vági B, Penn DJ, Hoi H, Wagner RH (2012b) Post-mei-
otic intra-testicular sperm senescence in a wild vertebrate. PLoS 
ONE 7:e50820

Hill W (1981) Estimation of effective population size from data on 
linkage disequilibrium. Genet Res 38:209–261

Hitchings S, Beebee TJC (1998) Loss of genetic diversity and fitness in 
common toad (Bufo bufo) populations isolated by inimical habitat. 
J Evol Biol 11:269–283

Jehle R, Arntzen JW (2002) Review: microsatellite markers in amphib-
ian conservation genetics. Herpetol J 12:1–9

Jehle R, Wilson GA, Arntzen JW, Burke T (2005) Contemporary gene 
flow and the spatio-temporal genetic structure of subdivided 
newt populations (Triturus cristatus, T. marmoratus). J Evol Biol 
18:619–628

Johnstone R (2000) Models of reproductive skew: a review and syn-
thesis (invited article). Ethology 106:5–26

Jones OR, Wang J (2010) COLONY: a program for parentage and 
sib-ship inference from multilocus genotype data. Mol Ecol Res 
10:551–555

Luikart G, Ryman N, Tallmon D, Schwartz M, Allendorf FW (2010) 
Estimation of census and effective population sizes: the increasing 
usefulness of DNA based approaches. Conserv Genet 11:355–373

Matschiner M, Salzburger W (2009) Tandem: TANDEM: integrating 
automated allele binning into genetics and genomics workflows. 
Bioinformatics 25:1982–1983

McCartney-Melstad E, Shaffer HB (2015) Amphibian molecu-
lar ecology and how it has informed conservation. Mol Ecol 
24:5084–5109

Mueller A-K, Chakarov N, Krüger O, Hoffman JI (2016) Long-term 
effective population size dynamics of an intensively monitored 
vertebrate population. Heredity 117:290–299

Myhre AM, Engen S, Sæther B-E (2016) Effective size of density-
dependent populations in fluctuating environments. Evolution 
70:2431–2446

Myhre AM, Engen S, Sæther B-E (2017) Effective size of density-
dependent two-sex populations: the effect of mating systems. J 
Evol Biol 30:1561–1575

Nunney L (1993) The influence of mating system and overlapping 
generations on effective population size. Evolution 47:1329–1341

Oosterhout C, Hutchinson WF, Wills DPM, Shipley P (2004) Micro-
checker: software for identifying and correcting genotyping errors 
in microsatellite data. Mol Ecol Notes 4:535–538

Palstra FP, Fraser DJ (2012) Effective/census population size ratio 
estimation: a compendium and appraisal. Ecol Evol 2:2357–2365

Palstra FP, Ruzzante DE (2008) Genetic estimates of contemporary 
effective population size: what can they tell us about the impor-
tance of genetic stochasticity for wild population persistence? Mol 
Ecol 17:3428–3447

Petrovan SO, Schmidt BR (2016) Volunteer conservation action data 
reveals large-scale and long-term negative population trends of 
a widespread amphibian, the common toad (Bufo bufo). PLoS 
ONE 11:e0161943

Phillipsen IC, Funk WC, Hoffman EA, Monsen KJ, Blouin MS 
(2011) Comparative analyses of effective population size within 
and among species: Ranid frogs as a case study. Evolution 
65:2927–2945

R Core Team (2018) R: a language and environment for statistical com-
puting. R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria. 
https ://www.R-proje ct.org/

Reading CJ (1991) The relationship between body length, age and 
sexual maturity in the common toad, Bufo bufo. Ecography 
14:245–249

Reading CJ (2001) Non-random pairing with respect to past breeding 
experience in the common toad (Bufo bufo). J Zool 255:511–518

Reading CJ (2003) The effects of variation in climatic temperature 
(1980–2001) on breeding activity and tadpole stage duration in the 
common toad, Bufo bufo. Sci Total Environ 310:231–236

Reading CJ (2007) Linking global warming to amphibian declines 
through its effects on female body condition and survivorship. 
Oecologia 151:125–131

Reading CJ, Clarke RT (1983) Male breeding behaviour and mate 
acquisition in the common toad, Bufo bufo. J Zool 201:237–246

Reading CJ, Clarke RT (1995) The effects of density, rainfall and 
environmental-temperature on body condition and fecundity in 
the common toad, Bufo bufo. Oecologia 102:453–459

Reading CJ, Loman J, Madsen T (1991) Breeding pond fidelity in the 
common toad, Bufo bufo. J Zool 225:201–211

Richards-Zawacki CL, Wang IJ, Summers K (2012) Mate choice and 
the genetic basis for colour variation in a polymorphic dart frog: 
inferences from a wild pedigree. Mol Ecol 21:3879–3892

Roth S, Jehle R (2016) High genetic diversity of common toad (Bufo 
bufo) populations under strong natural fragmentation on a North-
ern archipelago. Ecol Evol 6:126–136

Rousset F (2008) Genepop’007: a complete re-implementation of 
the Genepop software for Windows and Linux. Mol Ecol Res 
8:103–106

Sambrook J, Fritsch EF, Maniatis T (1989) Molecular cloning: a labo-
ratory manual, 2nd edn. Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 
Cold Spring

Sánchez-Montes G, Wang J, Ariño AH, Vizmanos JL, Martínez-Solano 
Í (2017) Reliable effective number of breeders/adult census size 
ratios in seasonal-breeding species: opportunity for integrative 
demographic inferences based on capture–mark–recapture data 
and multilocus genotypes. Ecol Evol 7:10301–10314

Schmidt BR, Hödl W, Schaub M (2012) From metamorphosis to matu-
rity in complex life cycles: equal performance of different juvenile 
life history pathways. Ecology 93:657–667

Scribner KT, Arntzen JW, Burke T (1997) Effective number of breed-
ing adults in Bufo bufo estimated from age-specific variation at 
minisatellite loci. Mol Ecol 6:701–712

Scribner KT, Arntzen JW, Cruddace N, Oldham RS, Burke T (2001) 
Environmental correlates of toad abundance and population 
genetic diversity. Biol Cons 98:201–210

Selkoe KA, Toonen RJ (2006) Microsatellites for ecologists: a practi-
cal guide to using and evaluating microsatellite markers. Ecol 
Lett 9:615–629

Sheridan JA, Bickford D (2011) Shrinking body size as an ecological 
response to climate change. Nat Clim Change 1:401–406

Sillero N, Campos J, Bonardi A, Corti C, Creemers R, Crochet P-A, 
Crnobrnja-Isailović J, Denoël M, Ficetola GF, Gonçalves J, 
Kuzmin S, Lymberakis P, de Pous P, Rodríguez A, Sindaco R, 
Speybroeck J, Toxopeus B, Vieites DR, Vences M (2014) Updated 
distribution and biogeography of amphibians and reptiles of 
Europe. Amphibia-Reptilia 35:1–31

Sztatecsny M, Jehle R, Burke T, Hödl W (2006) Female polyandry 
under male harassment: the case of the common toad (Bufo bufo). 
J Zool 270:517–522

Ursprung E, Ringler M, Jehle R, Hödl W (2011) Strong male/male 
competition allows for nonchoosy females: high levels of 
polygynandry in a territorial frog with paternal care. Mol Ecol 
20:1759–1771

Üveges B, Mahr K, Szederkényi M, Bókony V, Hoi H, Hettyey A 
(2016) Experimental evidence for beneficial effects of projected 
climate change on hibernating amphibians. Sci Rep 6:26754

https://www.R-project.org/


Conservation Genetics 

1 3

Wang J (2016) A comparison of single-sample estimators of effec-
tive population sizes from genetic marker data. Mol Ecol 
25:4692–4711

Wang J, Santure AW (2009) Parentage and sib-ship inference from mul-
tilocus genotype data under polygamy. Genetics 181:1579–1594

Waples RS (2006) A bias correction for estimates of effective popula-
tion size based on linkage disequilibrium at unlinked gene loci. 
Cons Genet 7:167–184

Waples RS, Antao T (2014) Intermittent breeding and constraints on 
litter size: consequences for effective population size per genera-
tion (Ne) and per reproductive cycle (Nb). Evolution 68:1722–1734

Waples RS, Luikart G, Faulkner JR, Tallmon DA (2013) Simple life-
history traits explain key effective population size ratios across 
diverse taxa. Proc R Soc B 280:20131339

Waples RS, Antao T, Luikart G (2014) Effects of overlapping genera-
tions on linkage disequilibrium estimates of effective population 
size. Genetics 197:769–780

Whiteley AR, Coombs JA, Cembrola M, O’Donnell MJ, Hudy M, 
Nislow KH, Letcher BH (2015) Effective number of breeders 
provides a link between interannual variation in stream flow and 
individual reproductive contribution in a stream salmonid. Mol 
Ecol 24:3585–3592

Whitlock M (2000) Fixation of new alleles and the extinction of small 
populations: drift load, beneficial alleles, and sexual selection. 
Evolution 54:1855–1861

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


	Linking effective population size dynamics to phenotypic traits in the common toad (Bufo bufo)
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




