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Introduction

A central goal of ecology is to determine the factors influ-
encing population dynamics (Cole 1954). The size of a pop-
ulation is determined by both non-feedback mechanisms, 
such as external perturbations (e.g., disease, catastrophes, 
and boom years), and by density-dependent factors, which 
can stabilize population size around a mean. Negative den-
sity dependence regulates populations through intra- and 
interspecific competition, whereby per capita resources 
are reduced, resulting in decreased growth, fecundity, or 
survival of individuals, and ultimately lower population 
growth (reviewed in Herrando-Perez et al. 2012). Popu-
lation regulation through negative density dependence 
is broadly observed in natural and experimental systems 
across a range of organisms. In a meta-analysis of 1198 
species, Brook and Bradshaw (2006) found that density 
dependence is a pervasive feature of population dynamics. 
Density dependence is central not only to theories of popu-
lation regulation, but also to community structure and spe-
cies interactions (Wright 2002).

When experienced during early developmental stages 
(i.e. before sexual maturation), conditions such as high 
intraspecific density can have immediate and long-term 
consequences for individual development and fitness. 
Effects can include altered growth rate, metabolism, 
immune function, and decreased fecundity, and there is 

Abstract Conditions experienced in early developmen-
tal stages can have long-term consequences for individual 
fitness. High intraspecific density during the natal period 
can affect juvenile and eventually adult growth rates, 
metabolism, immune function, survival, and fecundity. 
Despite the important ecological and evolutionary effects 
of early developmental density, the form of the relationship 
between natal density and resulting juvenile phenotype is 
poorly understood. To test competing hypotheses explain-
ing responses to intraspecific density, we experimentally 
manipulated the initial larval density of ringed salaman-
ders (Ambystoma annulatum), a pond-breeding amphib-
ian, over 11 densities. We modeled the functional form of 
the relationship between natal density and juvenile traits, 
and compared the relative support for the various hypoth-
eses based on their goodness of fit. These functional form 
models were then used to parameterize a simple simulation 
model of population growth. Our data support non-additive 
density dependence and presents an alternate hypothesis to 
additive density dependence, self-thinning and Allee effects 
in larval amphibians. We posit that ringed salamander lar-
vae may be under selective pressure for tolerance to high 
density and increased efficiency in resource utilization. 
Additionally, we demonstrate that models of population 
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substantial evidence for these patterns in many taxa (Lind-
ström 1999; Monaghan 2008; Herrando-Perez et al. 2012). 
For example, zebra finches (Taeniopygia guttata) reared in 
experimentally larger broods had greater mortality before 
and after fledging, weighed less, had higher metabolism, 
poorer immune responses, and bred later than those raised 
in experimentally smaller broods (De Kogel 1997; Mona-
ghan 2008). Similar patterns occur in explosive breeders, 
such as salmonids. Fry from stream reaches with high 
intraspecific density have lower survival, depressed growth 
and thus delayed maturity, poorer immune responses, select 
different habitat, and are more likely to disperse (Post et al. 
1999; Bult et al. 1999; Einum et al. 2006).

The effects of increased intraspecific density have also 
been broadly documented in pond-breeding amphib-
ians. Amphibian larvae reared at high densities have lower 
survival to metamorphosis, slower growth, later meta-
morphosis, and emerge from ponds as smaller juveniles 
(Wilbur 1976; Scott 1994; Loman 2004). While amphibian 
populations are thought to be regulated during terrestrial 
life-history stages (Wilbur 1980; Pechmann 1995; Biek 
et al. 2002), the phenotype resulting from larval environ-
ments have fitness implications that carry over into later 

life-history stages. Smaller juveniles have an increased risk 
of desiccation, depressed immune function, lower lipid lev-
els, decreased survival, later age of first reproduction, and 
lower fecundity (Scott 1994; Davis and Maerz 2009; Peter-
man et al. 2013).

Although the relationship between natal intraspecific 
density and adult phenotype is broadly understood in 
many taxonomic groups, there is not a consensus concern-
ing the form of functional responses because most stud-
ies are limited by testing five or fewer densities (Wilbur 
1977; Semlitsch and Caldwell 1982; Vonesh 2005; Ander-
son and Semlitsch 2014). We sought to test four compet-
ing hypotheses concerning the relationship between den-
sity and phenotype: (1) density dependence is additive 
(e.g., Anderson and Semlitsch 2014), (2) density depend-
ence is non-additive (e.g., Morin 1988), (3) self-thinning 
occurs (Semlitsch and Caldwell 1982), and (4) Allee 
effects occur (Wilbur 1977; Smith-Gill and Gill 1978). 
Additive density dependence occurs when there is a lin-
ear response to increased density, with each additional 
individual, resulting in an equal change in the response 
of interest (Fig. 1). Additive effects would be expected 
if each additional individual resulted in a proportional 

Fig. 1  The functional form, 
models, and parameter space 
that would support each 
hypothesis. Responses include 
survival, size at metamorpho-
sis, body condition, or percent 
crude lipids. For the response 
of length of larval period, we 
would expect each curve to 
be reflected over the x-axis 
(e.g., additive density depend-
ence would exhibit a positive 
slope and non-additive would 
be supported by an increasing 
function at a decelerating rate 
rather than a decreasing func-
tion). A linear model is used to 
test for no density dependence 
and additive density depend-
ence. A non-additive response 
to natal density is tested with a 
Shepherd function and exponen-
tial model. A Ricker equation is 
used to test for self-thinning and 
Allee effects
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decrease in resources. Alternatively, if the response is less 
than expected by an additive model, non-additive den-
sity dependence may be occurring (Fig. 1). Self-thinning 
occurs when competition is reduced as individuals met-
amorphose, allowing the remaining larvae to develop in 
lower densities. This results in individuals at high den-
sities performing similarly or better than individuals at 
medium densities (Fig. 1). Allee effects occur when popu-
lations with a density smaller than a critical mass perform 
more poorly than those with a density slightly greater than 
the critical mass (Fig. 1). Such positive density depend-
ence can result from difficulty in finding mates, or modi-
fication of the environment (e.g., toad larvae stirring sedi-
ment to release food; Wilbur 1977).

To test these contrasting hypotheses, we experimentally 
manipulated the initial larval density of a pond-breeding 
amphibian, the ringed salamander (Ambystoma annula-
tum), and compared the functional form of eventual juve-
nile phenotype to previously proposed models. To better fit 
density dependence, we tested 11 densities (range: 0.001 
to 0.036 larvae/L), which encompassed the range of larval 
salamander densities found in natural ponds (Semlitsch 
1987; Scott 1990; Ousterhout et al. 2015). As individuals 
metamorphosed, we measured size, body condition, and 
length of larval period. We also assayed energy stores and 
survival. To test whether models of population growth are 
sensitive to the functional form of density dependence, we 
built a series of simple population growth models differing 
only in the shape of density dependence. Here, we report 
evidence of non-additive density dependence. Addition-
ally, we demonstrate that population models are sensitive 
to the functional form of density dependent size, highlight-
ing the importance of our findings for modeling population 
dynamics.

Materials and Methods

Study system

The ringed salamander is a pond-breeding amphibian 
endemic to the Ozark Plateau (southern Missouri, western 
Arkansas, and eastern Oklahoma; Petranka 1998). Fosso-
rial adults migrate to breeding ponds late August–October 
(Hocking et al. 2008). Following oviposition, eggs hatch, 
and larvae overwinter in ponds. While most surviving off-
spring metamorphose in May, individuals emerge from 
ponds as late as July (Hocking et al. 2008).

Mesocosm experiment

To test potential mechanisms of conspecific density affect-
ing larval ringed salamanders, we conducted a pond 

mesocosm experiment. We tested the following densities 
(larvae/1000 L mesocosm): 9, 12, 16, 21, 24, 27, 30, and 
33 (n = 4); 6 and 18 (n = 9); and 36 (n = 7). We increased 
the replication of three treatments (6, 18 and 36 larvae/
mesocosm) as those animals where later used for another 
experiment. We established experimental pond mesocosms 
(1000 L volume, 1.52 m diameter polyethylene cattle tanks) 
in the same manner as similar studies (Earl et al. 2011). 
We arranged mesocosms in a rectangular array in a fenced 
research facility at the University of Missouri, Colum-
bia, Missouri. On 5 September 2011, each mesocosm was 
filled with tap water, and left to dechlorinate for 14 days. 
We added 2 kg air-dried leaves (primarily Quercus spp. 
and Acer spp.) to each mesocosm on 19 September 2011 to 
create a nutrient base. We inoculated each mesocosm with 
aliquots of zooplankton (4 L added in total; 22 September 
to 11 October 2011) to establish natural plankton and peri-
phyton communities. Mesocosms were left uncovered to 
allow colonization by flying insects (e.g., dipterans) as an 
additional food source for larvae. Water levels were main-
tained at a constant depth of approximately 50 cm during 
the experiment.

We collected early stage salamander embryos at simi-
lar developmental stages on 28 September 2011 from four 
ponds at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, USA. Egg masses 
were stored in the laboratory at 10 °C, approximately the 
water temperature of natural ponds (Anderson et al., unpub-
lished data), until they hatched. Following hatching but 
prior to feeding, we combined all salamander larvae from 
the four ponds, and then randomly assigned each larva to 
an initial density treatment (hereafter, treatment) following 
a randomized block design (larvae added on 15, 16, and 21 
October 2011). Each treatment was then randomly assigned 
to a mesocosm. As larvae were assigned to treatments, we 
inspected them for damage and irregularities, and replaced 
individuals if one of those conditions existed.

Beginning in April 2012, we searched for metamor-
phosed salamanders by checking mesocosms after sunset 
with a light at least every other night. Individuals were con-
sidered to have metamorphosed if their gills were <1 mm 
and their tailfin was reabsorbed (Mott and Maret 2011; 
Ousterhout et al. 2014). Mesocosms were searched until 1 
June 2012, when we drained all mesocosms and thoroughly 
searched the leaf litter for remaining salamanders to calcu-
late survival. At metamorphosis, we recorded date of meta-
morphosis, wet mass (±0.001 g; Mettler AT-100 electronic 
balance; Mettler Toledo, Columbus, OH, USA) and snout-
vent length (SVL; ±1 mm) Animals that failed to metamor-
phose prior to the end of the experiment were only included 
in the survival modeling.

To assay energy stores, we immediately euthanized 
animals by immersion in tricaine methanesulfonate (MS-
222) from eight treatments levels (all except 6, 18, and 36 
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individuals/mesocosm). Individuals were stored at −20 °C 
until the conclusion of the mesocosm experiment. To test 
for effects of density on energy stores, we homogenized 
samples by mesocosm and then determined the amount 
of crude lipids using a modified Folch extraction followed 
by gravimetric lipid determination (Fisheries and Illinois 
Aquaculture Center, Southern Illinois University).

Statistical analysis

We were interested in six responses to natal density: length 
of larval period, body size (SVL), body condition, per-
cent crude lipids, and survival to metamorphosis. Length 
of larval period was defined as the elapsed time from the 
addition of hatchlings to a mesocosm to an individual’s 
metamorphosis. We defined body condition as the size 
independent mass. We calculated body condition by mean 
scaling the mass to decouple variance from measurement 
scale and means. We then regressed mass against SVL, and 
used the residuals as the response in the body condition 
models (Berner 2011).

We conducted nonlinear regressions to compare our data 
to five possible mechanisms underlying density depend-
ence (Fig. 1; Harper and Semlitsch 2007; Rollinson and 
Hutchings 2013). Nonlinear least-squares models relax 
the assumption of linearity, but still require independence, 
equal variance, and normally distributed errors (Bates and 
Watts 1988). If additive density dependence was occurring 
such that each additional individual decreased the per cap-
ita resources equally, then a linear model with a negative 
slope would be best supported (Anderson and Semlitsch 
2014). If responses were less than predicted by the addi-
tive model, non-additive density dependence may be occur-
ring, and a model of a decelerating curve would be best 
supported. A convex curve would be best supported by the 
data if self-thinning was occurring (Semlitsch and Cald-
well 1982). Finally, if an Allee effect was occurring, then a 
concave curve would best fit the data (Wilbur 1977). In all 
cases, the strength of density dependence would increase 
with steeper slopes.

We compared our data to these proposed mechanisms 
using four functional equation models. We tested for an 
additive response using a linear model (y = ax + b). We 
used a Shepherd model (y = ax/(b + xc)) and an expo-
nential function (y = ae−bx) to test for non-additive den-
sity dependence. Finally, we used a Ricker equation 
(y = axe−bx) to test for Allee effects and self-thinning, 
depending on the parameter space (Fig. 1). Because non-
linear regression does not use least-squares, non-nested 
models cannot be compared using Akaike information cri-
terion. We instead compared candidate nonlinear regression 

models for each response variable by calculating an 
adjusted r2 as a measure of goodness of fit (Crawley 2013). 
Models that account for the same amount of variation as the 
null intercept model had an adjusted r2 of zero. For all anal-
yses, mesocosm was the experimental unit, and as such, 
mesocosm means were used. Preliminary analysis revealed 
block accounted for very little variation (P > 0.60), so we 
did not consider it in our models. All analyses were per-
formed using nls in R 3.0.2 (R Core Team 2015).

Results

Length of Larval Period

Salamanders began metamorphosing 14 April, 2 weeks 
after we began checking mesocosms. Ninety-nine per-
cent of all individuals surviving to metamorphosis had 
left the mesocosms by 1 June, the day we concluded the 
experiment. Initial larval density affected length of larval 
period (ANOVA: F10,44 = 13.87, P < 0.0001). The mean 
length of the larval period was 18 days longer for indi-
viduals from the highest density treatment (mean ± 1 SD: 
205 days ± 8.7) than those from the lowest density treat-
ment (mean 187 days ± 6.4). Two non-additive models 
best fit our data, and the linear model also received support 
(non-additive: adjusted r2 = 0.72 and 0.69, linear: adjusted 
r2 = 0.69; Table 1; Fig. 2a).

Body size

Body size was negatively affected by initial density 
(ANOVA: F10,44 = 25.35, P < 0.0001). Juveniles meta-
morphosing from high density mesocosms were 22 % 
smaller than animals from low density mesocosms (low: 
45.9 mm ± 2.5, high: 35.8 mm ± 3.0). A non-additive 
model best described the relationship between initial den-
sity and SVL (adjusted r2 = 0.83; Table 1; Fig. 2b).

Body condition

Body condition did not vary with initial larval density 
(ANOVA: F10,44 = 1.47, P = 0.18) and no model received 
appreciably more support than the null model (adjusted r2 
of best fit model  = 0.11; Table 1; Fig. 2c). Body condition 
was 0 ± 0.08 (minimum: −0.14, maximum: 0.35), where 
a body condition of zero indicated an animal’s mass cor-
responded to its SVL, a negative body condition indicated 
animals weighed less than their SVL would predict, and 
a positive body condition signaled that animals weighed 
more than their SVL would indicate.
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Survival

There was no relationship between initial larval density 
and survival to metamorphosis (ANOVA: F10,44 = 1.5, 
P = 0.17). Survival was 91.3 % ± 17 (minimum: 42.9 %; 
maximum 100 %). No model received substantially 
more support than the null model. The best fitting model 
explained little of the variance (adjusted r2 = 0.07; Table 1; 
Fig. 2d)

Energy stores

As density increased, percent crude lipids decreased non-
linearly (ANOVA: F7,23 = 29.927, P < 0.0001). Individu-
als reared in the highest density treatments had 34 % lower 
lipid content than those reared in the lowest density treat-
ment (low: 12.90 % crude lipids ± 0.65; high: 8.52 % 
crude lipids ± 0.80). The relationship between lipids and 
initial density of larvae was best described by the non-addi-
tive model (adjusted r2 = 0.63; Table 1; Fig. 2e).

Discussion

Here, we show that intraspecific natal density exerts clear 
non-additive effects on juvenile phenotype. The non-
additive model accounted for at least 8 % more variation 
than the next most supported hypothesis for all responses 
affected by density, except for length of larval period (3 %). 
Individuals metamorphosing from low density ponds were 
larger and metamorphosed earlier than juveniles from 
higher density treatments, but the differences between 
treatments diminished as density increased. We did not 
detect an effect of density on survival. As most amphibians 
occur at high larval densities in natural ponds, the dimin-
ishing difference between treatments at high densities may 
help account for the limited explanatory power of intraspe-
cific density in field studies (Van Buskirk 2005; Ousterhout 
et al. 2015).

Two non-exclusive mechanisms could result in the non-
additive density dependence observed in this study: resource 
limitation and increased stress hormones. The lipid assay 

Table 1  Models for ringed salamanders (Ambystoma annulatum) with parameter estimates (±1SE) and adjusted r2 values

Models are ordered by their goodness of fit. Parameters (a, b, c) were used in equations as defined in the methods. Parameters for the Ricker 
models suggested Allee effects, rather than self-thinning. However, in all cases, Ricker models fit the data poorly

Hypothesis Model a b c Adjusted r2

Length of larval period (days)

 Non-additive Shepherd 161.554 ± 12.621 −0.132 ± 0.229 0.933 ± 0.021 0.72

 Additive Linear 184.803 ± 1.313 0.634 ± 0.058 0.69

 Non-additive Exponential 185.213 ± 1.268 −0.003 ± 0.0003 0.69

 Allee effects Ricker 31.662 ± 1.561 0.052 ± 0.002 0

Body size (SVL) at metamorphosis

 Non-additive Shepherd 52.395 ± 6.002 −0.390 ± 0.407 1.105 ± 0.032 0.83

 Non-additive Exponential 46.503 ± 0.587 0.008 ± 0.001 0.77

 Additive Linear 45.973 ± 0.546 −0.305 ± 0.024 0.75

 Allee effects Ricker 8.523 ± 0.502 0.067 ± 0.003 <0

Body condition at metamorphosis

 Non-additive Shepherd 0.006 ± 0.062 −6.562 ± 39.750 1.000 ± 3.155 0.11

 Non-additive Exponential 8.188 ± 117.996 0.811 ± 2.397 0.09

 Allee effects Ricker −0.001 ± 0.005 0.051 ± 0.231 0.004

 Additive Linear 0.009 ± 0.025 0.000 ± 0.001 0.003

Survival to metamorphosis

 Additive Linear 0.973 ± 0.050 −0.003 ± 0.002 0.07

 Non-additive Shepherd 0.545 ± 0.334 −1.603 ± 0.681 0.880 ± 0.160 0.07

 Non-additive Exponential 0.975 ± 0.052 0.003 ± 0.002 0.03

 Allee effects Ricker 0.170 ± 0.015 0.060 ± 0.0034 <0

Percent crude lipids at metamorphosis

 Non-additive Shepherd 8.805 ± 6.053 −3.399 ± 0.628 1.027 ± 0.181 0.63

 Non-additive Exponential 13.805 ± 0.702 0.015 ± 0.002 0.55

 Additive Linear 13.219 ± 0.571 −0.149 ± 0.025 0.53

 Allee effects Ricker 2.220 ± 0.176 0.070 ± 0.004 0.04
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in this study indicates that food resources limited energy 
assimilation. Percent crude lipids decreased nonlinearly; the 
percent crude lipids of animals in the lowest density mes-
ocosms was 51 % greater than animals reared in the high-
est density pond. If resource limitation was the mechanism 
resulting in non-additive density dependence, we would 
expect there to be lower quantities of zooplankton in ponds 
with a higher density of larvae. This would result in non-
additive density dependence if beyond a threshold density 
of larvae zooplankton density was uniformly low. How-
ever, with one exception (Scott 1990), previous studies have 
found no effect of the density of salamander larvae on the 
density, biomass or composition of zooplankton (Figiel and 
Semlitsch 1990; Van Buskirk and Smith 1991; Davis 2012), 
including one study with ringed salamanders (Anderson 
et al., unpublished data). We suggest that although resource 
limitation is certainly occurring, further experiments that 
frequently sample zooplankton will be required to capture 
the highly cyclic dynamics of food resources and test the 
resource limitation hypothesis.

Alternatively, the non-additive density dependence 
observed in this study may be caused by increased stress 

hormones as a result of more frequent encounters with 
conspecifics in higher density ponds. Elevated stress in 
response to conspecifics has been well documented in 
amphibian larvae (Glennemeier and Denver 2002; Crespi 
and Denver 2004; Rot-Nikcevic et al. 2005; Davis and 
Maerz 2009; Davis 2012), and is directly linked to reduced 
foraging (Crespi and Denver 2004) and size at metamor-
phosis (Davis and Maerz 2009). Davis (2012) observed a 
strong effect of intraspecific density on the stress hormones 
of larval spotted salamanders (A. maculatum). However, 
there was no effect of food additions on stress hormones in 
that study, indicating that stress rather than resource limita-
tion affected metamorph traits.

Additionally, it seems unlikely that aggressive interac-
tions alone could account for the patterns we observed. 
While larvae of Ambystoma can be agonistic in their 
interactions, levels of aggression vary greatly between 
species (Walls and Jaeger 1987; Mott and Maret 2011). 
Cannibalism does occur among larvae of ringed salaman-
ders (Nyman et al. 1993). If cannibalism happened in our 
experiment, the high survival we observed indicates that 
it occurred infrequently. Furthermore, we did not observe 

Fig. 2  Predicted model 
values (solid black lines) with 
95 % prediction intervals 
(dashed lines) for initial larval 
density and a days to meta-
morphosis (n = 55), b body 
size (SVL; n = 55), c body 
condition (n = 55), d survival to 
metamorphosis (n = 55), and e 
percent crude fat (n = 30) as a 
function of initial larval density. 
A Shepherd equation was used 
to fit all responses except for 
survival, which was fit with a 
linear model. Dots represent 
mesocosm means
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any limb, body, or tail injuries suggestive of overt aggres-
sion when salamanders were recaptured at metamorphosis. 
However, previous studies have found that the perception 
of density, rather than direct aggression, may be sufficient 
to alter behavior. When high intraspecific density was mim-
icked through exposure to clay models of wood frog (Rana 
sylvatica) larvae, Rot-Nikcevic et al. (2005) found that 
individuals were smaller and had elevated stress hormones 
at metamorphosis. In low density treatments, encounters 
between larvae by chance should occur less frequently 
than in high-density mesocosms. This would correspond to 
fewer stress responses interrupting activities such as forag-
ing. Following an encounter with another larva, stress hor-
mones do not immediately decrease, but rather do so over 
time. In medium and high density treatments subsequent 
encounters may occur before normal behavior is resumed, 
resulting in the diminishing difference between treatments 
as density increases. Experiments quantifying encounter 
rates in different densities and stress hormones correspond-
ing to these encounters are required to test this hypothesis.

We found no effect of initial larval density on survival 
to metamorphosis. This supports our speculation that 
resource levels were not limiting, at least not to the degree 
of causing starvation. Additional experiments with greater 
densities would be required to test this. Alternatively, the 
uniformly high survival to metamorphosis may indicate 
non-sequential density dependence, whereby the effects 
of high larval density are not experienced immediately 
(i.e. mortality), but carried over as costs into the juvenile 
stage through smaller body size at metamorphosis. Such 
non-sequential density dependence through decreased fit-
ness in later life-history stages is characteristic of species 
that breed in variable environments (Berven and Gill 1983; 
Smith 1987; Semlitsch et al. 1988).

The non-additive response of larval ringed salaman-
ders to initial intraspecific density presents evidence for an 
alternate hypothesis to additive density dependence, self-
thinning (Semlitsch and Caldwell 1982), or an Allee effect 
in larval amphibians (Wilbur 1977; Smith-Gill and Gill 
1978). As suggested by Semlitsch and Caldwell (1982), 
the different phenotypic patterns observed in response to 
high natal density may be due to alternative evolutionary 
pathways: dispersal ability and tolerance (Gill 1978). Gill 
(1978) suggested that in situations where the environment 
is deteriorating and unlikely to improve, there will be selec-
tion for rapid growth and a short natal period (i.e. dispersal 
ability). Semlitsch and Caldwell (1982) observed this strat-
egy in spadefoot toads (Scaphiopus holbrooki), which are 
explosive breeders that utilize ephemeral wetlands. As the 
habitat this species uses is unlikely to improve (e.g., longer 
hydroperiod), selection favors rapid larval growth. While 
species with short larval periods, such as spadefoot toads, 
are predicted to undergo selection for dispersal ability, Gill 

(1978) predicted species with longer larval periods may 
evolve to be more tolerant of higher densities, and thus 
selection would increase efficiency of resources utiliza-
tion. We would expect ringed salamanders to fall under the 
tolerance model. Ringed salamanders breed in the fall and 
overwinter in relatively permanent ponds before metamor-
phosing in the late spring–early summer. Cold temperatures 
during the early larval period would prevent individuals 
from attaining a minimum size or surviving dispersal if 
they metamorphosed early (i.e. low selection for disper-
sal ability). Thus, we expect selection to favor improved 
resource utilization efficiency (i.e. tolerance) in ringed 
salamanders. This evolutionary pathway would account 
for the diminishing effect of increased natal density; while 
individuals at low densities grow faster than those at high 
densities, the effect of increased density may be dampened 
by selection for efficiency of resource use, resulting in non-
additive density dependence.

The effects of early developmental environment on 
juvenile and adult phenotype have far-reaching individ-
ual survival and fecundity consequences. By elucidating 
the non-additive relationship between initial intraspecific 
density and individual traits, this study may assist future 
models in using empirical data rather than expert opinion 
(Cosentino et al. 2011; Richardson 2012). The equations 
presented in this study can aid in simulating the character-
istics of salamanders metamorphosing from ponds which 
differ in intraspecific density. Resulting phenotypic differ-
ences could be used to select survival probabilities, move-
ment behavior, age of first reproduction, or fecundity (Scott 
1994; Chelgren et al. 2006). Additionally, models of dis-
crete population dynamics are sensitive to the functional 
form of density dependence. For example, population mod-
els with an exponential decline in survival as a function of 
density have larger regions of stability than models based 
on linear declines (May and Oster 1976; Bellows 1981). 
To demonstrate the sensitivity of population models to the 
functional form of density dependence, we simulated popu-
lation dynamics using different equations for the shape of 
density dependence. In this model, body size was a function 
of the population size, and the probability of reproduction 
and fecundity were a function of body size. The functional 
form of the density-dependent size model was parameter-
ized with a linear, exponential, Ricker, or Shephard equa-
tion (from Table 1; for more details, see Online Resource 
1). Both the stable population size and the amplitude of 
population oscillations were sensitive to functional form of 
density dependence (Fig. 3). While this was a very simple 
modeling exercise, it highlights the importance of consider-
ing nonlinearities in density dependence.

In conclusion, our study suggests that non-additive den-
sity dependence can occur among larval amphibians. By 
testing four-times more densities than previous studies, we 
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were able to better fit nonlinearities in the response of sala-
manders to density dependence. We suggest that the proxi-
mate mechanism for nonlinearities are stress-mediated 
behaviors, and that the ultimate mechanism is tolerance to 
high-density conditions through selection on resource uti-
lization. Experiments are required to test these proposed 
mechanisms. Intraspecific density affected juvenile phe-
notype in a nonlinear manner, with the strength of effects 
decreasing as initial density increased. By modeling the 
effects of density on phenotype, our experiment contributes 
to a larger body of work focused on how organisms adapt 

to negative density dependence. Such studies are important 
for developing population models that can inform theory 
and ultimately predict dynamics in the face of anthropo-
genic change.
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