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ABSTRACT
When using old-growth trees from semiarid, open-canopy environments, basal area increment
(BAI), an absolute measure of radial growth, is sometimes used instead of the more commonly used
‘conservative techniques’ (negative exponential or linear regression with a negative slope; NegX) because narrow rings have been shown to potentially bias results. In this study we explore the relationship
between radial growth of ponderosa pine from four study sites in Montana and climate (temperature,
precipitation, drought severity) using unstandardized raw ring width and BAI values, and standardized
values generated via Friedman Super Smoother and NegX. All sites are minimally disturbed, and our
selection criteria are limited to older (interior dates pre-A.D. 1850 at breast height) trees growing in
open-canopy environments free of visible disturbance such as lightning strikes. We found the strongest
relationships (r > 0.60) for radial growth with July and prior-year October Palmer Drought Severity
Index values. Our results show that radial growth-climate responses generally fall within a narrow range
regardless of the representation of annual growth (e.g. for July temperature r-values are largely –0.3 to –
0.4) and that site conditions determine which radial-growth values (i.e. unstandardized or standardized)
optimize climate-growth responses.
Keywords: tree rings, climate-growth responses, standardization techniques, ponderosa pine,
Montana.

INTRODUCTION
For trees growing in semiarid, open-canopy
environments, a common tree-ring standardization
technique for maximizing climate response and/or
for climate reconstruction is either negative exponential, linear regression of negative slope, or horizontal line (Cook 1985; Fritts 2012) (hereafter
NegX and typically referred to as the ‘conservative’ option). In these open-canopy environments it
is assumed that minimal influence on tree growth is
caused by other trees (e.g. openings caused by windfall). Thus, NegX detrending removes the biological growth trend while preserving the climate signal (e.g. Villanueva and McPherson 1996; GrissinoMayer and Swetnam 2000; Salzer and Kipfmueller
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2005; Soulé and Knapp 2006; Knapp and Soulé
2011). When using old-growth trees from semiarid
environments, basal area increment (BAI), an absolute measure of radial growth, is sometimes used
(e.g. Biondi and Qeadan 2008; Knapp et al. 2013;
Soulé and Knapp 2015; Castruita-Esparza et al.
2016). The narrow (<0.5 mm) growth rings that
are commonly produced by trees in semiarid environments have been shown to potentially bias results when using a ratio-based approach for calculation of standardized indices (Cook and Peters
1997), and this problem can be avoided by using
BAI. Further, a suite of standardization techniques
are available to dendroclimatologists (e.g. doubledetrending (Holmes et al. 1986), cubic splines
(Fritts 2012), C-method, RCS (Biondi and Qeadan
2008)) and the benefits and limitations of various
techniques have been extensively studied (e.g. Cook
25
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et al. 1995; Briffa et al. 1996; Cook and Peters 1997;
Biondi and Qeadan 2008), often with a goal of illustrating where potential biases may result from the
use of a given technique. This study is not a comprehensive examination of all available standardization techniques that can be applied; rather, our
goal is to illustrate the utility of examining multiple
techniques when determining the climate-growth
response for samples collected from trees growing
in semiarid, open-canopy forests.
In experimenting with ponderosa pine (Pinus
ponderosa var. ponderosa; PIPO) chronologies developed to examine mountain pine beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae Hopkins) responses (Knapp
et al. 2013) and CO2 enrichment (Soulé and Knapp
2015), we searched for a climate response from
old-growth PIPO growing in western Montana and
found no substantive differences in climate response
between annual growth patterns via BAI and NegX.
Here we explore the relationship between radial
growth of PIPO and climate (temperature, precipitation, soil moisture) using absolute measures of
radial growth (unstandardized radial growth values (hereafter RAW and BAI)), standardized radial growth values obtained through conservative
techniques (NegX), and standardized values from a
Friedman Super Smoother (Friedman 1984 (hereafter FRE)). FRE has been used successfully in
both disturbed environments (e.g. Pederson et al.
2012; Devineni et al. 2013) and other semiarid,
open-canopy environments (e.g. Allen et al. 2013;
Bekker et al. 2014). The primary research questions addressed are: (1) Does the NegX standardization technique provide the strongest climate response for open-canopy PIPO growing in western
Montana?; (2) What is the utility of using unstandardized measures of radial growth (i.e. RAW, BAI)
for climate response?; (3) How does a more flexible
standardization technique (i.e. FRE) perform for
PIPO?; and (4) Are there significant differences in
climate-growth relationships among the four techniques compared?

METHODS
We collected core samples from PIPO from
four minimally disturbed, open-canopy woodland
sites co-dominated by PIPO and Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii var. glauca) in Montana (Table 1).

Two of the sites (Ferry Landing [FLR: 47.329°N,
114.869°W] and Cabin Gulch [CGR: 46.856°N,
111.769°W]) are protected Research Natural Areas
that were chosen because they represent “ecosystems in natural condition” (Evenden et al. 2001:1)
where disturbance is minimal. Fish Creek (FCR:
46.856°N, 114.685°W) and Kitchen Gulch (KGR:
46.71°N, 113.659°W) represent areas where anthropogenic influences (e.g. logging) have been minimized (Steve Shelly, USFS, personal communication). By carefully selecting our study sites we have
minimized the potential for exogenous factors to
impact radial growth (Soulé and Knapp 2013). On
site, we selectively sampled to avoid trees with either obvious physical scars (e.g. large fire or lightning scars) or evidence of pathogens such as dwarf
mistletoe (Arceuthobium campylopodum) or mountain pine beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae). Working in open-canopy woodlands minimizes the potential for growth variation attributed to canopy infilling or senescence of nearby trees. Therefore, we
only sampled trees when the canopy did not overlap
with another tree and had no infilling from other individuals or species, ensuring competition was not
an influence on growth. We non-destructively sampled the trees using increment borers, obtaining a
minimum of two core samples/tree at breast height
(i.e. 1.4 m above ground).
We used standard laboratory techniques
(Phipps 1985) to process the cores. We progressively sanded the core samples to reveal cellular
structure (Orvis and Grissino-Mayer 2002) and
then crossdated the core samples using the list
method (Yamaguchi 1991). We measured the samples to 0.001mm using a Velmex© system. We
used the program COFECHA (Holmes 1983) for
quality control of crossdating and the program
ARSTAN (Cook and Holmes 1997) for chronology development standardization and calculation
of mean (RAW) growth values. All trees in our
chronologies were dated to at least A.D. 1850,
thus the negative exponential growth trend over the
common period of climate data was small, allowing
the comparison of RAW chronologies. We developed two standardized chronologies, one using
NegX and one using FRE with the sensitivity level
set to five (Friedman 1984). From both we used
the STANDARD chronology to correlate with
climate, as it has been shown to preserve growth
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Table 1. Chronology statistics.

Site

Interseries
correlation

Mean
sensitivity

# Dated
series

Year that signal strength of 0.85 was obtained
(# samples) and ending year of chronology

FLR
FCR
KGR
CGR

0.574
0.544
0.688
0.689

0.283
0.255
0.326
0.375

34
32
25
20

1802–2011 (12)
1734–2011 (12)
1830–2010 (8)
1723–2009 (6)

variation that is responsive to changing climate
conditions (Buckley et al. 2007; Fritts 2012). We
also developed chronologies based on mean raw
growth values and mean BAI using the Silva et al.
(2010) formula:


BAI = π R2 n −R2 n−1
where R is tree radius and n is the year of growth.
We compared the long-term climate response
using Pearson correlation between the measures
of radial growth and monthly (January–October
and prior-year July–December) climatic divisionlevel mean temperature, total precipitation, and
Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI; Palmer
1965) data (https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/cgibin/data/timeseries/timeseries1.pl) from 1905–end
of record. We tested for significant differences
between the lowest and highest r-values from

the four measures of radial growth for each of
the three climatic parameters (i.e. temperature,
precipitation, PDSI) during the month with the
strongest climate-growth relationship using the
Fisher r-to-z transformation test (Fisher 1915). We
examined the temporal stability of the climategrowth relationships using DENDROCLIM2002
and moving-interval analysis (Biondi and Waikul
2004). Specifically, for each study site we chose
the month (either concurrent or lagged) that
had the strongest overall relationship among the
four measures of radial growth for precipitation, temperature, and PDSI and examined the
temporal patterns of significant (p < 0.05) relationships within 24-year windows. We compared raw
radial-growth values among sites using Pearson
correlation over the period concurrent with climatic data analyses and examined the raw growth

Figure 1. Temporal patterns of raw radial growth (mm) at FLR, FCR, KGR and CGR.
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Figure 2. Pearson correlations between total precipitation and radial growth measured by RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI, by month
and 1-year lagged monthly values for FLR (A), FCR (B), KGR (C) and CGR (D) from 1905-end of record (Table 1). Significant
(p < 0.05) two-tailed relationships begin at r > 0.19.

values for the period of record concurrent with an
expressed population signal (EPS) > 0.85 (Wigley
et al. 1984) (Table 1).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Temporal patterns of raw radial growth at the
four sites are displayed with a starting point for each
chronology determined by the EPS value of 0.85
(signal strength; Table 1) calculated by ARSTAN
(Figure 1). Using the time 1905–end of record,
which is congruent with our climate analyses, the
covariance in raw growth among the four study sites
is positive and significant, especially for the three
sites located in the same climatic division (Montana Division 1; KGR, FLR, FCR), ranging from
r = 0.473, p < 0.05 (FLR/CGR) to r = 0.841, p <
0.05 (FLR/FCF), suggesting some region-wide exogenous growth factor (i.e. climate) is the driving

force behind radial growth, supporting the comparison of RAW chronologies to the other methods for
generating growth chronologies.
PIPO radial growth responds positively and
consistently across the region to precipitation in
both late spring to summer (May–July), and in the
prior-year autumn (September–November) (Figure 2). PIPO responds negatively to mid-summer
temperature (Figure 3). For the PDSI, which factors
in both supply of moisture and demand (via evapotranspiration), the temporal patterns are similar
to precipitation, with peak response in current-year
spring to summer months, and prior-year autumn
months (Figure 4). Overall, July PDSI is the climate variable most closely related to radial growth
at FLR, FCR, and CGR, and prior-October PSDI
is most closely related at KGR (Figure 4). Raw
ring widths have the strongest relationship at two
sites (FLR, CGR). NegX is the strongest at FCR,
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Figure 3. Pearson correlations between mean temperature and radial growth measured by RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI, by month
and 1-year lagged monthly values for FLR (A), FCR (B), KGR (C) and CGR (D)from 1905-end of record (Table 1). Significant (p <
0.05) two-tailed relationships begin at r > 0.19.

and BAI at KGR. NegX produces a significantly
lower (p < 0.05) relationship at KGR for both PDSI
(prior October, r = 0.35 compared to r = 0.66 for
BAI) and temperature (prior August, r = 0.02 compared to r = –0.4 for RAW). NegX also produces
a lower correlation at CGR for PDSI (July, r =
0.36 compared to r = 0.61 for RAW). For all other
comparisons, there is no significant difference (p >
0.05) in the growth-climate response between the
four measures of radial growth.
The weak long-term relationship between
drought severity and NegX standardized values at
KGR (Figure 4C) appears to be a function of the
standardization during the latter portion of the
record. Nine of the top-ten growth years via this
standardization occurred after 1996 compared to
zero, one, and zero years for RAW, FRE, and BAI,
respectively, and only 31% of the years after 1996

were matched with positive PDSI values (prior-year
October). The 24-year moving interval correlations
confirm the relationship with drought severity remained strong and equivalent to the other three
measures until the early 2000s (Figure 5C).
The temperature-growth relationship for all
sites appears to be impacted by a shorter-term
warming trend. For example, July mean temperatures in Montana Climate Division 1 do not have
a long-term trend (1905–2009, r = 0.08, p > 0.05),
but in the 30-year period 1980–2009 they are trending upward (r = 0.46, p < 0.05). Although all
sites have stronger relationships earlier in the record
(Figure 6), they are predominately insignificant (p
> 0.05) after the early 1970s. For KGR, the relationships not only weaken, but become weakly
positive in the last decade, as high radial growth
values are matched with high temperatures, thus
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Figure 4. Pearson correlations between PDSI and radial growth measured by RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI, by month and 1-year
lagged monthly values for FLR (A), FCR (B), KGR (C) and CGR (D) from 1905-end of record (Table 1). Significant (p < 0.05)
two-tailed relationships begin at r > 0.19.

weakening the long-term relationship between temperature and radial growth.
For CGR, the moving interval analyses between NegX-standardized radial growth and July
PDSI values produced a significant positive correlation for each 24-year window, which was largely
in-sync with and sometimes stronger than the other
three measures (Figure 5D). However, the longterm relationship was weaker than RAW, FRE, or
BAI in all months examined (Figure 4). In this climate division (Montana 4), eight of the top-ten
wettest Julys as measured by PDSI were pre-1918,
but only one of those years produced a top-ten
highest growth value with NegX. For RAW, FRE,
and BAI, seven, five and five of those years, respectively, were in the top 10 for wetness. In four of the
top-ten growth years for NegX (all after 1995), July
PDSI values were negative, and none of the other
three measures produced top-ten growth values in

those years. The disconnect between shorter-term
(i.e. 24-year windows) and the longer-term relationship between NegX and July PDSI at CGR is intriguing and appears to be impacted by the greater
variance of radial growth produced by NegX (coefficient of variation for long-term radial growth of
30.8%, 33.2%, 29.3%, and 26.9% for RAW, NegX,
FRE and BAI, respectively).
In addition to identifying some disconnects
between long-term and short-term relationships,
the moving-interval analyses also revealed that
within-site variation between the four measures of
radial growth is minimal, but between-site variation can be large. This is best expressed by the precipitation comparisons (Figure 7), with FLR showing strong relationships early in the record and
FCR showing stronger relationships late. Although
the monthly pattern for precipitation is similar to
PDSI with stronger relationships in summer and
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Figure 5. Moving interval correlations between radial tree growth
and July PDSI values for FLR (A), July PDSI values for FCR
(B), prior year October PDSI values for KGR (C), and July PDSI
values for CGR (D). 24-year windows begin in 1905 and end in
2008. Only significant (p < 0.05) relationships are shown with the
strength of the relationship noted by the red (positive) and blue
(negative) color scheme. The horizontally-stacked bars represent
the relationship for RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI at each site.

prior-year autumn, each site was matched with a
different month for the ‘best’ relationship (Figure 2)
making the between-site comparisons more volatile.
Our analyses demonstrate that the standardization technique often used on trees growing in
semiarid, open-canopy environments (NegX), does
not always provide the best solution if the goal

Figure 6. Moving interval correlations between radial tree growth
and July mean temperatures at FLR (A), FCR (B), KGR (C), and
CGR (D). 24-year windows begin in 1905 and end in 2008. Only
significant (p < 0.05) relationships are shown with the strength
of the relationship noted by the red (positive) and blue (negative)
color scheme. The horizontally-stacked bars represent the relationship for RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI at each site.
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Figure 7. Moving interval correlations between radial tree growth
and May total precipitation for FLR (A), prior year September
total precipitation for FCR (B), prior year August total precipitation for KGR (C), and July total precipitation for CGR (D).
24-year windows begin in 1905 and end in 2008. Only significant
(p < 0.05) relationships are shown with the strength of the relationship noted by the red (positive) and blue (negative) color
scheme. The horizontally-stacked bars represent the relationship
for RAW, NegX, FRE, and BAI at each site.

is to maximize long-term climatic response. One
of the goals of standardization in dendroclimatology is to remove the non-climatic noise and retain the climate response (Speer 2010; Fritts 2012).
LaMarche (1974) argued that the use of raw ring
widths could sometimes provide a more accurate
climate reconstruction because real climatic trends
in the data may be removed during the standardization process. However, most climate reconstructions are conducted after standardizing the treering record and LaMarche (1974) was working with
long-lived bristlecone pine (Pinus longaeva) in a
strip-bark growth stage, which is different from
our sampled PIPO. In theory, BAI should be superior to RAW for optimizing climate response
because it removes the biological growth or ‘age
trend’ (Fritts 2012) contained in the raw ring-width
record (Schuster and Oberhuber 2013). If a climate reconstruction was conducted using the RAW
chronologies, large differences in the earlier portions of the chronology could occur because of
the retention of the biological growth trends (Cook
and Holmes 1997; Fritts 2012). However, if the research goal is to simply identify the climate-growth
response, then our results from PIPO growing in
semiarid western Montana environments suggest
that an unstandardized measure of radial growth
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can provide either more explanatory power than
standardized measures or values that are not significantly different. Specifically, our results show
that (1) the commonly used NegX technique does
not always produce the strongest climate-growth response, (2) unstandardized measures (RAW, BAI)
can provide the strongest climate signal when trees
are old enough that the biological growth trend is
not large, (3) a more flexible curve fit standardization (FRE) can produce a strong climate-growth response in undisturbed environments (e.g. at FLR),
(4) with the exception of NegX at KGR and CGR,
long-term growth-climate response falls within a
narrow range with no significant differences independent of the representation of annual growth,
and the strongest climate response can vary among
the growth measures between sites, and (5) disconnects between long-term and shorter-term climate
growth-relationships can occur and may be related
to the standardization technique used. In conclusion, we find that with few exceptions standardization methodologies produce only minor differences
in climate-growth relationships and that when using
samples from sites where human disturbance is minimal, exploring climate-growth relationships using
RAW or BAI units may produce useful results.
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