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Abstract

Many species of fish display morphological divergence between individuals feeding on
macroinvertebrates associated with littoral habitats (benthic morphotypes) and individuals feeding
on zooplankton in the limnetic zone (limnetic morphotypes). Threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus
aculeatus L.) have diverged along the benthic-limnetic axis into allopatric morphotypes in
thousands of populations and into sympatric species pairs in several lakes. However, only a few
well known populations have been studied because identifying additional populations as either
benthic or limnetic requires detailed dietary or observational studies. Here we develop a Fisher’s
linear discriminant function based on the skull morphology of known benthic and limnetic
stickleback populations from the Cook Inlet Basin of Alaska and test the feasibility of using this
function to identify other morphologically divergent populations. Benthic and limnetic
morphotypes were separable using this technique and of 45 populations classified, three were
identified as morphologically extreme (two benthic and one limnetic), nine as moderately
divergent (three benthic and six limnetic) and the remaining 33 populations as morphologically
intermediate. Classification scores were found to correlate with eye size, the depth profile of lakes,
and the presence of invasive northern pike (Esox lucius). This type of classification function
provides a means of integrating the complex morphological differences between morphotypes into
a single score that reflects the position of a population along the benthic-limnetic axis and can be
used to relate that position to other aspects of stickleback biology.
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INTRODUCTION

Many species display local adaptations that allow for the efficient use of available food
resources. In some groups, these adaptations result in two or more specialized morphotypes
with distinct differences in body morphology, cranial-facial morphology, feeding behavior,
or niche use that are recognizable across many independent populations. In freshwater fish,
trophic polymorphisms are exceptionally common; they have been described for 97 species
comprising 52 genera and 17 families (Robinson & Wilson, 1994). Of the accounts that deal
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with lacustrine species, the majority (37 out of 48) include divergence between morphotypes
feeding predominantly on macroinvertebrates associated with the substrates of shallow
littoral habitats (benthic morphotypes) and morphotypes feeding primarily on zooplankton
suspended in the limnetic zones of lakes (limnetic morphotypes; McPhail, 1984; Robinson
& Wilson, 1994; Uchii et al., 2007). Differentiation along this benthic-limnetic axis is
generally continuous but sometimes results in populations that feed almost exclusively on
one prey type or another (McPhail, 1984).

The differences between these two morphotypes consist of numerous traits that influence the
foraging efficiency of fish feeding in different habitats and on different types of prey
(Schluter & McPhail, 1992; McPhail, 1994; Robinson & Wilson, 1994; Wimberger, 1994).
Benthic fish typically have deeper heads and bodies, fewer gill rakers, more robust
pharyngeal teeth, and smaller eyes. Benthic fish generally live in shallow areas of lakes
where structurally complex habitats dominate and macroinvertebrates associated with the
substrate or submerged vegetation are the most abundant prey type (Scheffer, 1998). In this
environment, the deep body of the benthic morphotype provides a mechanical advantage
that minimizes turning radius and increases maneuverability (Walker, 1997; Gerstner, 1999;
Blake, 2004), thus increasing foraging efficiency (Werner, 1977; Ehlinger & Wilson, 1988;
Walker, 1997; Svanback & Eklév, 2003). The deep head of the benthic morphotype confers
increased suction feeding performance, which is advantageous when feeding on large prey
that are often embedded in or clinging to the substrate (Webb, 1984; Norton & Brainerd,
1993; Ferry-Graham, Bolnick & Wainwright, 2002; Carroll et al., 2004). Fewer and more
widely spaced gill rakers may improve benthic foraging efficiency by allowing debris taken
in during suction to pass out of the buccal cavity through the gills (Werner, 1977; Gross &
Anderson, 1984; Amundsen, Bohn & Vaga, 2004). In many taxa, benthic morphotypes
display robust pharyngeal plates and molarform teeth which increase foraging efficiency
when feeding on hard bodied prey such as snails and Sphaeriid clams that require crushing
(Vermeij & Covich, 1978; Meyer, 1989; Wainwright, 2006). Smaller eyes in benthic
morphotypes have not been directly linked to increased foraging performance in littoral
habitats; however, Hulsey, Mims, & Streelman (2007) provide some evidence that reduced
eye size may allow for more developed facial musculature.

Limnetic morphotypes have traits that are well suited for feeding on planktonic prey.
Zooplankton often display patchy abundance and distributions within lakes (Omori &
Hamner, 1982; del Giorgio & Gasol, 1995) and planktivorous fish often travel relatively
large distances to find productive patches (Webb, 1984; Walker, 1997); this selects for the
more fusiform body shape of limnetic morphotypes. The numerous, fine gill rakers of
limnetic morphotypes likely increase the efficiency of feeding on small planktonic
organisms by acting as a sieve to filter them out as water is forced from the buccal cavity
(Magnuson & Heitz, 1971; Gibson, 1988; Gerking, 1994; Langeland & Ngst, 1995; but see
Wright, O’Brien & Luecke, 1983; Drenner et al., 1987; Gerking, 1994). The relatively large
eye size associated with limnetic morphotypes is assumed to be an adaptation to feeding on
small prey since visual acuity increases with eye size in fishes (Protasov, 1970; Land &
Nilsson, 2002).

Many structures associated with feeding in teleosts are located on the skull (Liem, 1993,;
Gerking, 1994; Caldecutt & Adams, 1998). Jaw structure and arrangement, shape and
location of the opercular bones, orbit morphology, arrangement of the suspensorial bones,
and many other osteological features influence the effectiveness of feeding (Norton, 1991;
Wainwright, 1996; Huckins, 1997) and vary depending on the feeding mechanism being
employed (Gosline, 1973; Liem, 1993; Westneat, 2004). Since fish feeding on benthic prey
typically utilize a suction feeding mechanism while fish feeding on planktonic prey typically
rely more on ram feeding (Gerking, 1994), many of these features should differ between
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benthic and limnetic morphotypes. These features are widespread over the skull (Liem,
1993), and thus it is difficult to measure differences in their morphology as a whole.
Geometric morphometrics, a landmark based technique of measuring and analyzing shape,
allows for the examination of the integrated effects of many features on the skull
morphology of fish (Zelditch et al., 2004).

The morphological differences found between benthic and limnetic morphotypes represent
local adaptation to ecologically contrasting habitats. Trophic traits are genetically controlled
(McKaye et al., 1984; Lavin & McPhail, 1985; Hindar, Ryman & Stahl, 1986; McPhail,
1994; Bernatchez et al., 1996; Robinson & Wilson, 1996; Bernatchez, Chouinard & Lu,
1999; Gislason et al., 1999; Lu & Bernatchez, 1999; Peichel et al., 2001; Proulx & Magnan,
2004), and often evolve in parallel in populations that are independently derived (Bell &
Foster, 1994b; Robinson & Wilson, 1994). Additionally, similar variation is found across
many unrelated taxa (Robinson & Wilson, 1994; Taylor, 1999; Robinson & Schluter, 2000).
However, some plasticity in these traits exists (Day & McPhail, 1996; Robinson & Wilson,
1996; Peres-Neto & Magnan, 2004; Proulx & Magnan, 2004).

Differentiation along the benthic-limnetic axis is evident both within and between
populations and between species (Bell & Andrews, 1997). Because differentiation along the
benthic-limnetic axis occurs at levels on both sides of the species “boundary”, it has been
implicated as a potential means of speciation in several groups of freshwater fishes such as
Acrctic char (Malmquist et al., 1992; Savvaitova, 1995; Adams et al., 1998; Jonsson &
Skulason, 2000; Jonsson & Jonsson, 2001; Guiguer et al., 2002; McCarthy et al., 2004),
sunfish (Mittelbach, Osenberg & Wainwright, 1992; Robinson & Wilson, 1996; Jastrebski
& Robinson, 2004), and numerous other groups (Schluter & McPhail, 1992; Robinson &
Wilson, 1994; Bernatchez et al., 1996; Schluter, 1996; Logan et al., 2000; Grey, 2001;
Ostbye et al., 2006).

The threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus L.; hereafter referred to as ‘stickleback’)
is a small fish, widely distributed throughout the boreal and temperate zones of the northern
hemisphere. The species inhabits coastal marine, brackish, and an astounding array of
freshwater habitats ranging from tiny ephemeral streams in arid desert regions to large
Acrctic lakes. Among these habitats, populations can be wholly marine, anadromous, or strict
residents of fresh water (Bell & Foster, 1994b). A broad geographical and ecological
distribution, together with the fragmentation of the gene pool into many thousands of
isolated populations in freshwater habitats, has generated immense phenotypic diversity
within the species complex. This diversity, coupled with the high incidence of repeated
parallel evolution between populations, have made the species complex a model system for
the study of ecological speciation (Bell & Foster, 1994b; Hendry et al., 2009). Benthic and
limnetic morphotypes are common in threespine stickleback and have evolved repeatedly in
parallel both allopatrically in thousands of lakes around the northern hemisphere, and
sympatrically in several lakes in coastal British Columbia (McPhail, 1984; Schluter &
McPhail, 1992; Baker et al., 2005).

Many aspects of stickleback behavior, morphology, and life-history are thought to be linked
to foraging (Bell & Foster, 1994b), and have been intensively studied in the sympatric
species pairs of British Columbia (Bentzen & McPhail, 1984; Nagel & Schluter, 1998;
Hatfield & Schluter, 1999; Odling-Smee, Boughman & Braithwaite, 2008) and in a few well
known allopatric populations (Walker, 1997; Caldecutt & Adams, 1998; Baker et al., 2005;
Purnell et al., 2006; Travis, 2007; Snowberg & Bolnick, 2008). A relatively small number of
populations have been used extensively in studies of stickleback trophic morphology
because identifying additional populations as either benthic or limnetic requires detailed
dietary or observational studies for all populations being considered. In this study we
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develop a classification function based on the skull morphology of previously confirmed
benthic and limnetic stickleback populations from the Cook Inlet Basin of Alaska and test
the feasibility of using this function to identify other morphologically divergent populations.
This type of classification function provides a means of integrating the many complex
morphological differences between morphotypes into a single score that reflects the relative
position of a population along the benthic-limnetic axis. We also demonstrate how the
“benthic-limnetic” scores produced by such a classification function can be used to test
hypotheses regarding the relationship between trophic morphotype and lake habitat.

Fish Collection and Preservation

Threespine stickleback were collected from 45 freshwater lakes throughout the Cook Inlet
Basin (Fig. 1; Table 1) between 2002 and 2009 using unbaited 1/8" or 1/4” wire mesh
minnow traps set from shore. Trapped stickleback were sacrificed with an overdose of
MS-222 anesthetic, rinsed in lake water, and fixed in 10% formalin buffered with dolomite.
After 2 to 8 weeks fish were removed from formalin, rinsed in a running water bath, and
preserved in 70% ethanol. All fish were then bleached in a 0.05% hydrogen peroxide
solution to remove pigmentation and stained with 1% alizarin red S to facilitate the analysis
of bony structures.

Morphological Analysis

Morphological analyses were completed using approximately 40 (minimum of 36) fish from
each population. Only fish measuring > 32 mm standard length (SL; anterior tip of
premaxilla to posterior border of hyperal plate) were included because most stickleback
have developed adult body shape by this size (Walker, 1993). Photographs of the left lateral
aspect of the head of each fish were taken using a digital camera mounted on a fluorescent
dissecting scope (Leica MZFLIII microscope with a Leica DFC340FX camera).
Photographs were adjusted for brightness and contrast. In order to cover all features of the
head, up to four photographs were taken; multiple photographs of a specimen were merged
into a single composite image using a reposition only function in Adobe Photoshop (version
10.0.1).

Twenty biologically homologous anatomical landmarks that cover the form of the
stickleback skull (Fig. 2; Cresko & Lum, unpublished) were digitized using the tpsDIG2
program (version 2.12; Rohlf, 2008a). One landmark was not included in analyses due to
inconsistent visibility and repeatability. The remaining 19 landmarks were aligned using the
generalized Procrustes procedure and the resulting configurations used to obtain partial
warps in the tpsRelw software package (version 1.46; Rohlf, 2008b). In addition to
geometric morphometric data, vertical orbit diameter was also measured from the digital
images using the measuring tool in tpsDig2.

Development of Classification

Partial warp scores were used in the R statistical package (version 2.9.1; www.r-project.org)
to develop a Fisher’s linear discriminant function (FLDA) to classify specimens along the
axis that best separates benthic and limnetic stickleback. A FLDA was used rather than a
standard linear discriminant analysis (LDA) because it does not assume normally distributed
classes or equal class covariances as LDA does. When the assumptions of LDA are met the
two methods are equivalent (Hair et al., 2009). When both FLDA and LDA were compared
with these data the results were qualitatively the same (Willacker, 2009).
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The FLDA was developed using the variance-covariance matrix of partial warp scores from
three known “extreme” benthic populations (Corcoran, Mud, and Tern Lakes) and three
known “extreme” limnetic populations (Long, Lynne, and South Rolly Lakes) as a training
set for establishing the separation of benthic and limnetic morphotypes. The populations
used to develop this discriminant function were chosen based on studies of stickleback diet
and feeding behavior that have shown them to be the most extreme of each morphotype
known in the Cook Inlet Basin (Walker, 1997; Caldecutt & Adams, 1998; Foster, Scott &
Cresko, 1998; Purnell et al., 2006; Purnell et al., 2007; Travis, 2007; Karve, von Hippel &
Bell, 2008; von Hippel, 2008; M. Travis, unpublished data; P. Park, unpublished data).
Following FLDA, a Hotelling’s T2 test was performed in R to confirm that the
differentiation between the groups was significant. Cross validation using a leave-one-out
procedure that drew repeated (10 000 iterations) random samples (n = 100) from each
training group was used to predict the group to which each individual in the training set
belonged and assess the accuracy of classifications within the training set. A leave-one-out
approach was used to cross-validate the training set because the division of the dataset into
separate development and validation samples would have resulted in a loss of statistical
power. This method does not compromise the validity of the cross-validation (Hair et al.,
2009). Following cross-validation, the FLDA classification function was used to calculate
discriminant scores for each individual from the populations of uncertain morphotype. These
individual discriminant scores were then used to calculate population mean discriminant
scores (PMDS). The distributions of individual discriminant scores across populations were
normally distributed, as were the PMDS (Willacker, 2009). The PMDS were adjusted so that
the inter-population mean was zero. The divergences between PMDS and the inter-
population mean were then used to classify populations as extreme benthic/limnetic adapted
(PMDS >2 SD from inter-population mean), moderately benthic/limnetic adapted (PMDS
1-2 SD from inter-population mean), or intermediate (PMDS <1 SD from inter-population
mean).

Statistical Analysis

Data on 13 lake habitat variables (Table 2), stocking history and the presence of invasive
northern pike (Esox lucius L.; Table 1) were included in habitat analyses. Statistical analyses
were carried out using the R statistical package (version 2.9.1). The PMDS was used in all
statistical tests utilizing discriminant scores.

Linearly measured morphometric traits are impacted by the size of the fish. Therefore, the
mean orbit diameter of each population was regressed against its mean centroid size and the
residuals were used in subsequent analyses. The association between PMDS and the
residuals of orbit diameter was tested using Pearson’s product-moment correlation.

Principle components analysis was used to reduce the dimensionality of the lake habitat
variables and identify groups of variables that best characterized lake habitat differences.
The significance of loadings on each principle component (PC) was assessed using the
power-level method outlined in Hair et al. (2009). Using this method, only loadings of £
0.80 or greater were considered significant. The relationships between principle components
with significant loadings and PMDS were assessed using Pearson’s product-moment
correlation. Complete habitat data were only available for 17 of the 45 lakes and therefore
the sample size in these correlations was small. Because of this, the correlations were also
performed using the non-parametric Spearman rank correlation. Results were qualitatively
the same and only the parametric correlations are reported.

Two t-tests were conducted to test for differences in PMDS due to the stocking of salmonids
and the invasion of northern pike.
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RESULTS

Classification Function

The discriminant scores for individuals in the training set showed a bimodal distribution
(Fig. 3). Individual scores for fish from the benthic training group (n = 120 fish from three
populations) ranged from —10.83 to —0.09 with a mode of —5.98, while individual scores for
the limnetic training group (n = 120 fish from three populations) ranged from —0.69 to 10.28
with a mode of 4.23. Less than 2% of individuals fell into the range of overlap.

Morphological differences between the two training groups were readily apparent in images
of the fish (Fig. 4 A and B). Relative warps analysis and thin-plate spline deformations
illustrate that fish with lower discriminant scores (more benthic) typically have shorter,
deeper skulls and a shorter snout while fish with higher discriminant scores have shallow,
elongate skulls with longer snouts (Fig. 4 C and D). The results of a Hotelling’s T2 test
confirmed that the apparent differences in the two training groups were significant (T2 =
32.30; F3q4, 203 = 1.49; p <0.0001). Cross-validation of the training set showed that 97.1% of
all individuals were classified into the correct morphotype when repeated random samples
were drawn.

When the classification function was applied to individuals from populations of uncertain
morphotypes, individual scores ranged from —12.28 to 11.35 (mode = 0.62). Extreme
populations had mean discriminant scores greater than + 5.45 (2+ SD from the inter-
population mean), moderately adapted populations had scores between + 2.73 and + 5.45
(1-2 SD), and intermediate populations were less than + 2.73 (<1 SD; Willacker, 2009). Of
the 45 populations examined, three were identified as morphologically extreme (Fig. 5):
Mud and Tern Lakes were classified as extreme benthic populations (PMDS = —6.95 and
—6.87 respectively), while South Rolly Lake was classified as an extreme limnetic (PMDS =
5.48). Additionally, Corcoran, Walby and Watson lakes were also classified as moderately
adapted to benthic habitat (PMDS = —5.11, —4.33, and —4.59 respectively), while Boot,
Caswell, Grouse, Long, Lynne, and Milo lakes were classified as moderately adapted to
limnetic conditions (PMDS = 2.89, 2.73, 2.84, 4.08, 3.71, and 3.88 respectively). The
remaining 33 populations were classified as morphologically intermediate. All six
populations used in the training set (Mud, Tern, Corcoran, Long, Lynne, South Rolly) had
PMDS >1SD from the inter-population mean (Fig. 5).

Orbit Diameter

Population mean discriminant score was significantly correlated with residual orbit
diameter; fish from populations with a more benthic PMDS had a significantly larger orbit
diameter than fish from populations with a more limnetic score (r = —0.47, df = 43, P =
0.001).

Habitat Covariates

Of the 13 habitat variables measured, five yielded significant loadings on a principle
component. The percent of the lake less than 1.52 m deep, the percent of the lake less than
3.04 m deep, and the mean lake depth all had significant loadings on PC1 (loadings = 0.93,
0.91, and —0.83 respectively), while alkalinity and calcium concentration had a significant
loading on PC2 (loadings = 0.86, and 0.80 respectively). Principal component 1 was found
to be significantly correlated with PMDS (r = —0.70, P = 0.007); however, PC2 was not (r =
—0.50, P =0.084).
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Predatory Fish

In lakes where northern pike had been recorded, stickleback had a significantly higher
discriminant score (PMDS = 1.16, n = 15) than in lakes where pike were not recorded
(PMDS = —0.57, n =30, t = —2.08, df =43, P = 0.022). No significant difference in PMDS
was found between lakes stocked with salmonids (PMDS = 0.54, n = 19) and unstocked
lakes (PMDS = —0.24, n = 26, t = —1.75, df = 43, P = 0.087).

DISCUSSION

Results of discriminant analysis indicate differences in the skull morphologies of known
benthic and limnetic stickleback populations, and that these differences accurately separate
the two groups. Stickleback with a lower discriminant score typically had shorter, deeper
heads as has been reported previously for benthically feeding fish and likewise the skull
morphology of fish with higher discriminant scores was characteristic of that expected for a
limnetically feeding fish (Bentzen & McPhail, 1984; Bentzen, Ridgway & McPhail, 1984;
McPhail, 1984; Bell & Foster, 1994a; Caldecutt & Adams, 1998). Cross-validation
demonstrated that the separation of these two groups was independent of the individuals
included in the training set. These results show that skull morphology is an accurate and
effective means of differentiating between benthic and limnetic morphotypes of threespine
stickleback.

We are unable test the applicability or comparability of this classification function in other
contexts (e.g., with stickleback benthic-limnetic species pairs from British Columbia) due to
the lack of comparable morphometric data. While the classification function presented here
is specific to benthic-limnetic divergence in Cook Inlet populations of threespine
stickleback, similar functions could be constructed for other systems and compared between
systems. However, it should be noted that the effectiveness of this technique is maximized
by using training sets specific to the region and traits of interest.

Comparisons of eye size between populations show that fish from populations with a lower
(more benthic) PMDS have significantly larger eyes than populations with a higher (more
limnetic) score. These results are contrary to what has been reported for threespine
stickleback (e.g., McPhail, 1984; Schluter, 1993; Walker, 1997), and many other species of
fish (e.g., Robinson & Wilson, 1994; Snorrason et al., 1994; Taylor, 1999) that show
morphological variation along the benthic-limnetic axis. However, larger eyes have been
observed in benthic morphotypes of some fish species (e.g., cichlids: Kassam et al., 2003a;
Kassam et al., 2003b) and in a polymorphic population of threespine stickleback in Benka
Lake, Alaska (W. Cresko, personal communication).

Larger eye size is associated with the need for increased visual sensitivity due to reduced
light availability and/or the need for high spatial resolution (Walls, 1963; Archer, 1999;
Motani et al., 1999; Land & Nilsson, 2002; Thomas et al., 2006). Larger eye size is
generally associated with limnetic morphotypes because the prey are small. In contrast, large
eyes are assumed to be unnecessary for benthic feeding because benthic prey are relatively
large. However, not all benthic prey are large; in some lakes the benthic macroinvertebrate
community is dominated by small water mites, Chironomidae, or oligochaets that are the
size of many zooplankton (Hanson, Prepas & Mackay, 1989; Rasmussen, 1993).
Additionally, the littoral environment is typically more complex and benthic prey are better
concealed (lvlev, Magill & Scott, 1964; Diggins, Summerfelt & Mnich, 1979; Crowder &
Cooper, 1982). Thus, high visual acuity may be required to identify and target prey amongst
the structural components (Kassam et al., 2003b). Finally, littoral habitats often have
reduced light availability due to increased turbidity, dissolved compounds (staining), and/or
shading (Utne, 1997; Steedman, Kushneriuk & France, 2001; Wetzel, 2001), necessitating
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larger eyes to retain adequate visual sensitivity. For these reasons larger eyes could be
advantageous for benthic fish under some conditions.

Of the 13 habitat lake variables examined, five displayed significant loadings onto a PC.
Principle component 1 included three significant variables relating to the depth profile and
accounted for 34% of the variation between lakes. Discriminant score was positively
correlated with PC1, indicating that shallow lakes (higher percentage of lake area less than
1.52 and 3.05 m deep, and a shallower mean depth) had lower discriminant scores and thus
more benthic morphologies. This result was expected since shallow lakes have a greater
relative littoral area and thus more benthic habitat than deeper lakes. In shallow lakes,
benthic prey would almost certainly dominate, and zooplankton would most likely comprise
only a small portion of the available prey.

Principle component 2 included two significant variables (alkalinity and calcium
concentration), both representing the prevalence of dissolved cations in the water, and
accounted for an additional 20% of the variation between lakes. Population mean
discriminant score was not significantly correlated with PC2, suggesting that while these
variables represent important habitat differences between lakes, they are not important
determinants of the observed morphological variation.

While salmonids did not have a significant impact on stickleback skull morphology, the
presence of invasive northern pike was correlated with higher (more limnetic) PMDS. The
difference in the impact of these two predators likely results from their different foraging
behaviors. Salmonids typically forage in both littoral and limnetic habitats (Sandlund et al.,
1987; L’Abee-Lund, Langeland & Saegrov, 1992; Vander Zanden & Vadeboncoeur, 2002)
while pike are specialized to forage in littoral environments (Chapman & Mackay, 1984;
Vollestad, Skurdal & Qvenild, 1986). When littoral predators, such as pike, dominate a lake
system, prey fish may be forced out of the littoral zone and into pelagic refugia (Grimm &
Backx, 1990; Jacobsen & Perrow, 1998; Burks et al., 2002). Under these conditions, benthic
feeding in the littoral zone carries the cost of increased predation risk and thus there may be
increased selection for effective limnetic foraging. Therefore, the increased prevalence of
stickleback with limnetic skull morphology in lakes known to contain invasive pike is likely
the result of a predator driven habitat shift. It is noteworthy that pike in Cook Inlet Basin
lakes tend to drive stickleback populations to extinction except in those lakes with limnetic
refugia (Haught, 2009).

This study demonstrates the ability to distinguish benthic and limnetic morphotypes of
threespine stickleback using a classification function based on skull morphology. Such a
classification function can be used to identify populations that are divergent along the
benthic-limnetic axis for studies of the influence of trophic morphology on genetics, life
history, reproductive behavior, physiology, or other traits. This classification could be
improved upon by the inclusion of other variables such as gill-raker and dental morphology,
diet, and stable isotope ratios of tissues. Classification functions such as the one presented
here allow for the reduction of the many, often complex, differences between morphotypes
into a single score that reflects the relative position of a population along the benthic-
limnetic axis, and are thus a powerful tool for examining the role trophic specialization plays
in the divergence of species. As illustrated in this paper, these classification functions can
also be used to gain insights into the ways in which populations evolve in response to
ecological conditions, such as lake morphometry and exotic predators.
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grant DEB 0320076 and University of Alaska Anchorage Faculty Development Grants to FAvH, and a National
Science Foundation Research Experiences for Undergraduates site award to UAA. Additional support came from
the Alaska INBRE program, grant number 5P20RR016466 from the National Center for Research Resources
(NCRR), a component of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and its contents are solely the responsibility of the
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the NCRR or NIH.
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Figure 1.

Map of the Cook Inlet Basin showing major geographic regions (separated by dashed
boarders) and the locations of 45 stickleback populations. Black rimmed squares and arrows
indicate populations used in the training sets with 1 signifying populations used in the
benthic training group and 2 signifying populations used in the limnetic training group.
White circles are populations of uncertain morphotype. North arrow indicates true north.
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Figure 2.

Locations of anatomical landmarks used to study skull morphology in threespine
stickleback. Note landmark 17 has been excluded. Double sided arrow indicates vertical
orbit diameter measurement.
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Histogram of discriminant scores for benthic (dark bars) and limnetic (light bars) training
groups of threespine stickleback from the Cook Inlet Basin, Alaska.
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Figure 4.

Images of fish that most closely correspond to the A) benthic and B) limnetic mean skull
morphologies and the distortion of the thin-plate spline that accompanies each configuration
(C and D). Note scale bars (millimeters) embedded in images.
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Population mean discriminant scores for 45 threespine stickleback populations from the
Cook Inlet Basin, Alaska. Error bars indicate standard error within each population. The
color of the bar indicates the divergence of each population mean discriminant score from

the mean discriminant score across all populations; dark grey = >2SD, medium grey =

1SD-2SD, and light grey =<1SD.
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Table 2

Habitat variables tested and their associated sample size, mean, and standard deviation. Water chemistry data
were obtained from a dataset compiled by stickleback researchers beginning in 1989 (Bell & Orti, 1994; Bell
et al., 1993; Jones et al., 2003; Walker, 1997) and from the Alaska Lakes Assessment conducted by the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency in 2008. Physical habitat data were obtained from Alaska Department of
Fish and Game lake files. See Willacker (2009) for details on the compilation of the dataset.

Parameter n X SD
Alkalinity 32 4361 33.96
Ammonia (NH3) 28 7.46 12.64
Calcium 34 1177 9.20
Chlorophyll A 33 1.93 4.42
Color 34 1453 8.75
Lake area 45 15435 255.29
Maximum depth 31 3483 29.15
Mean depth 23 1312 8.28

Percent of lake <1.52m 17  38.53 17.61
Percent of lake <3.05m 23  55.50 2341

Total nitrogen (TN) 30 27197 91.99
Total phosphorus (TP) 34 8.34 3.64
Turbidity 35 097 0.45
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