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Abstract

Understanding diversity through time in the fossil record has primarily relied on the raw count of species within a given time
interval, or species richness. These estimates are often derived from published fossil data, and standardized for sample size or
geographic area. However, most methods that standardize richness by sample size are sensitive to changes in evenness, which
introduces a potential problem with relying on published records: published accounts could be more even than the museum collections
from which they are drawn. We address this bias in the context of mammalian paleodiversity, comparing published and museum
collections of the Hemphillian Thousand Creek fauna to those of the Barstovian Virgin Valley fauna. We rarified specimen data, both
number of identified specimens (NISP) and minimum number of individuals (MNI), and presence/absence data to compare published
and museum data within and between faunas. Within faunas, published numbers of specimens are more even than museum samples,
but the difference for localities in Virgin Valley is not significant. Neither published nor museum numbers of specimens indicate a
significant difference between faunas, but the diversity pattern is reversed between the two data sets. Presence/absence rarefactions
show no differences between sources; here, published data adequately sample the underlying museum records. Specimen-based
evenness is not accurate in the published sample, and therefore we suggest that future studies of diversity in terrestrial mammalian
assemblages must assess unpublished collections. Additionally, NISP data for Thousand Creek are more even than MNI data,
suggesting that relying solely on NISP for assessing species diversity can also be misleading. Because publication bias alters richness
and evenness, diversity estimates using published data must be circumspect about data sources.
© 2007 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction for a given time and geographic unit. For regional faunal
assemblages in both the terrestrial and marine realm,

Measuring diversity in the fossil record has tradition- measuring species richness provides an easy means to
ally relied on species richness, or the raw count of species assess diversity at that scale, although species richness

values are sensitive to sampling intensity, and so larger
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an assemblage. Thus, if all taxa have the same number of
individuals, the assemblage is considered even, but if one
taxon dominates, the assemblage is uneven. Compared
with relative or absolute sums of species counts for
species richness, evenness is usually calculated by one of
a number of complex indices (e.g. Simpson’s (1949)
index or Hurlbert’s (1971) index), and comparisons can
be difficult to interpret. However, many indices of
evenness are robust with respect to sample size.

To account for differences in sampling intensities
between sites, species counts are often rarified, which
jackknifes the assemblage data (Raup, 1975; Tipper,
1979). This method creates average richness estimates for
a known smaller sample size, making different sample
sizes comparable. Ideally, the data for these rarefaction
analyses would be drawn from original collections of the
assemblages in question.

In the past decade, an array of accessible paleobiolog-
ical databases has emerged (e.g., the Paleobiology
Database, FAUNMAP, MIOMAP, NOW, and many
others), and these online sources of data have provided a
rich source for large-scale studies of diversity through
time. Much of the specimen data in these databases comes
from the published literature, which allowed enterers of
these databases to quickly create robust or vetted data
sources. The specimen data published in the peer-re-
viewed literature, however, is a biased subsample of the
original collection made in the field. Because of logistical
and economic constraints, the published literature usually
contains only trophy or voucher specimens for specific
taxa known from an assemblage; it is unusual for pub-
lished accounts to make an exhaustive account of all the
specimens found in an assemblage. In fact, Koch (1978)
found that overall molluscan species richness was under-
estimated by a factor of three to four in publications, with
bivalves and gastropods underestimated by a factor of five.

In this study, we expand on the work of Koch (1978)
through quantification of the discrepancy between
published accounts and museum collections in paleo-
mammalian diversity estimates. Additionally, we con-
sider the effect of publication bias on evenness, and its
consequences for sample standardization. This compar-
ison will provide a basis for researchers to judge the
relative effect of using published data over fossil
assemblage data carefully culled from museum collec-
tions. Although collecting biases in the field can also
have an impact on relative abundances, we do not
address this problem here because our study sample is a
result of exhaustive collection efforts, not solely trophy
hunting. We emphasize that the purpose and method of
collecting are additional variables that should be con-
sidered by future studies.

Rarefaction analyses that produce curves of richness
against sample size are affected by the evenness of the
sample from which they are created (Raup, 1975;
Olszewski, 2004). At one extreme, exceptionally even
samples tend to have relatively steep rarefaction curves,
racing towards saturation and then leveling out, indicating
that the sampled assemblage has similar proportions of all
taxa. Exceptionally uneven samples, dominated by a
single taxon, will have much shallower rarefaction curves,
slowly building in richness as many new individuals must
be sampled to increase the sampled richness. Because the
initial slope of a rarefaction curve is equal to a measure of
evenness, Hurlbert’s (1971) probability of interspecific
encounter (Olszewski, 2004), and because rarefaction
curves are dependent on evenness for their shape, any bias
introduced into the evenness of a sample can have an
effect on richness comparisons.

As a case study, we focus on the Thousand Creek and
Virgin Valley mammalian paleofaunas from the middle
and late Miocene of northwestern Nevada (Fig. 1A-C).
These faunas are found in geographic proximity in
neighboring basins but are separated by 8 Myr of geologic
time. Both faunas have been the subject of extensive field
work by parties from the University of California Museum
of Paleontology (UCMP) and these faunas have also been
extensively published (Gidley, 1908; Merriam, 1909;
Furlong, 1910; Kellogg, 1910; Merriam, 1910; Merriam,
1911; Butterworth, 1916; Merriam and Stock, 1928; Hall,
1930; Stock, 1936; Wood, 1936; Wilson, 1937). By
comparing published faunal data to data derived from the
UCMP collections, we assess whether the published data
reliably capture the evenness and richness patterns of the
more complete set of unpublished museum data. While
the results are most applicable to mammalian paleodi-
versity analysis, the approach and underlying concepts are
relevant to future paleodiversity research in both the
terrestrial and marine realms.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Thousand Creek and Virgin Valley local faunas

We examined published accounts and museum
collections of two fossil mammal faunas in northwestern
Nevada (Fig. 1C): the Barstovian (middle Miocene)
Virgin Valley and the Hemphillian (late Miocene)
Thousand Creek localities, 15-16 Ma and 7-8 Ma,
respectively (Perkins et al., 1998; Castor and Henry,
2000). We extracted published faunal data for these sites
from the MIOMAP database, an archival, online
database that summarizes published taxonomic infor-
mation in a uniform way (Carrasco et al., 2005). Detailed



E.B. Davis, N.D. Pyenson / Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology 250 (2007) 139-149

A

141

o > \

y
=

e

. ucMP 41@ & UcwIp 1098
Nl © /7 UCMP|1101
~UCMP 1103 UCMP 1100 ..UQIMP 1097
- e ( '@

uc

MP 1105

—_ [ ]
P 2744 &

2|0 Kilometers
1 1 1

Fig. 1. A) Map of U.S.A., indicating location of Nevada, with inset map of Nevada; highlighted area in circle indicates extent of B. B) Map of
northwestern most Humboldt County, with Thousand Creek Formation UCMP localities (circles) and Virgin Valley UCMP localities (stars). Note that
the sites from the Thousand Creek Formation cover a larger geographic area, which may affect the relative diversity sampled.

information about the MIOMAP database can be found
online at <http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/miomap/>
and has been summarized in Barnosky (2001) and
Barnosky and Carrasco (2002). We included only
curated museum collections in this analysis. The
processes of collection and curation can also introduce
important biases in representation, so we were fortunate
in this respect that the materials from both Thousand
Creek and Virgin Valley were collected and curated by
the same workers. The geographic proximity of the sites
in both faunas makes a collecting trip at any one locality
worth a trip to the other. The samples from both
Thousand Creek and Virgin Valley also reflect the early
twentieth century UCMP tradition of exhaustively

collecting all identifiable material. Additionally, >90%
of the material collected at the sites included in our
analysis has been curated, and we broke down batch-
cataloged specimens into actual numbers of specimens.
We also personally inspected every specimen in the
collections to fully account for each specimen in our
catalog (see Appendix 1). The combination of the
aforementioned factors affects the quality of the collec-
tions. Consequently, these collections do a better job of
representing the taphocoenosis than other collections
might. Certainly, if there is any suspicion that the
collections may be biased in proportions, workers should
return to the field for additional sampling, if possible.
Current collections should not simply be discarded for
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paleoecological research (Allmon, 2005); field notes and
other documentation can give an insight into the attitude
of the original collectors.

The Virgin Valley and Thousand Creek faunas are
preserved in very similar depositional environments and
appear to have been affected by similar taphonomic
filters. The initial publication of the faunas had difficulty
distinguishing the Virgin Valley Formation from the
overlying Thousand Creek Formation (Merriam, 1910).
Despite an approximately 8 Myr unconformity between
the Virgin Valley and Thousand Creek formations, it
remains difficult to distinguish the strata without
reference to faunal composition (Green, 1984). Both
formations consist of tuffaceous claystones with local
exposures of ash beds and poorly sorted conglomerates
(Green, 1984). The vertebrate fossil assemblages consist
primarily of mammalian postcrania, especially podial
elements. When combined with sedimentologic and
tectonic contexts (Ach and Swisher, 1990), the tapho-
nomic data suggest that these fossils were deposited near
the shores of a single large lake or several smaller lakes,
where the bones were scavenged before burial, judging
from criteria listed in Behrensmeyer et al. (1992). The
presence of deposits of fossil wood in Virgin Valley
(Crabtree, 1983) substantiates this assessment.

2.2. Faunal analysis

Our study focuses on collections from 19 out of the 30
total published localities from Virgin Valley and Thou-
sand Creek, all housed at the UCMP. We chose the 10
richest localities of the 21 available from Thousand Creek
in order to have a sample comparable to the nine available
from Virgin Valley. To create the database for our analysis,
we tabulated the number of identified specimens (NISP),
minimum number of individuals (MNI) and simple
presence/absence (P/A) data for all taxa at each locality.
NISP is a very poor proxy for MNI (Shotwell, 1955;
Grayson, 1973), as it counts as more abundant those
animals that leave more specimens, whether or not they
were truly more abundant. The P/A data, on the other
hand, counts all taxa equally, completely removing all
evenness data from an analysis. There are several methods
for calculating MNI from a set of NISP data: Shotwell’s
(1955) method normalizes by preservability; and Grayson
(1973) reviewed the more standard method of counting
only the largest number of left or right elements for a
species, thereby determining the minimum number of
individual animals that could have created the observed
assemblage. We used the latter method to calculate the
MNI for each UCMP locality, and then summed MNI
values from all localities to derive an overall MNI for each

taxon in the fauna. This approach tacitly assumes that
individuals preserved at each locality on the landscape
were independent of one another. Our method for
calculating MNI is similar to Grayson’s (1973) maximum
distinction method, because we use arbitrary geographic
divisions (i.e., collecting localities) to inform our MNIL
Moreover, we do not have the problem he discusses of
MNI inflation because Grayson (1973) referred to small,
often contiguous sampling grids from archaeological
excavations, while our geographic units are from
fossiliferous exposures, hundreds to thousands of meters
apart (Fig. 1B).

The NISP, MNI, and P/A data cover the spectrum of
interpreting fossil abundance data. For the NISP and
MNI catalog of published literature, we counted only
UCMP specimens that were given with their specimen
numbers in text, tables, or figures. Some papers
mentioned occurrences of taxa from certain localities,
but they did not provide voucher specimen numbers. In
those cases, the taxa were counted present in the P/A
data, but were not counted in the NISP or MNI data. We
then counted NISP and MNI in those same localities in
the collections of the UCMP, using the UCMP
electronic catalog (available online at <http://elib.cs.
berkeley.edu/ucmp/>) as a template for our identifica-
tions. We examined all 2066 specimens from these
localities, updating catalog identifications where neces-
sary either because of misidentification or subsequent
systematic revision. From these total tallies, we
compiled faunal lists following standard methodology
(Alroy, 1992), omitting “?,” “cf.,” and “aff.” tags, and
counting specifically and generically indeterminate
specimens only when no specimens in those genera or
families were identifiable to lower levels. The list of
specimens (n=790) that contributed to these faunal lists
can be found in the Appendix table.

We compared the published and museum samples
using rarefaction to standardize sample sizes, a com-
monly accepted procedure (Raup, 1975; Alroy, 1996;
Bush et al., 2004; Olszewski, 2004). Although sampling
issues are always a concern in paleobiological data, the
similarities in taphonomy, taxonomic composition, and
collection history between Virgin Valley and Thousand
Creek localities indicate that the rarefaction approach is
appropriate for this study (Tipper, 1979). The within-
locality comparisons that are the basis of our analysis
isolate the effects of publication bias on these statistics.

2.3. Hypothesis testing

For a given published assemblage, we hypothesize
the published fauna will have a similar number of
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Fig. 2. Within-fauna comparisons of NISP-based rarefaction. A) Thousand
Creek. B) Virgin Valley. The distance between the museum-based curve
(black) and publication-based curve (gray) indicates the amount richness
would be overestimated by simply referring to published data. The outside
curves bracketing each rarefaction curve indicate 95% confidence intervals
and can be used to judge significance; see Section 4 for additional discus-
sion of significance tests.

representative specimens for each taxon, thereby artifi-
cially depressing the importance of numerically dominant
species. Consequently, we predict that 1) published
collections would be significantly more even than
museum collections, generating NISP and MNI rarefac-
tion curves that are steeper than those generated from
museum collections. Additionally, we predict that 2) P/A
data from published data and museum collections will be
significantly different, as museum collections will capture
occurrences that were not published because of redun-
dancy: i.e., identifiable specimens from localities discov-
ered at a later time would only be published if they
represented taxa new to the fauna, or unusual individuals
of previously published taxa. Finally, we predict that 3)
comparisons between Virgin Valley and Thousand Creek
rarefied data will be affected by publication bias, with the
published data exhibiting artificially similar evenness.

These potential biases would result in published data
showing no significant diversity differences between the
two faunas even if museum data do so. Our null
hypothesis is that the published data do not significantly
differ from the museum data because the published data
adequately capture the diversity (richness and evenness)
of the museum data.

To test these hypotheses, we rarified our NISP, MNI,
and P/A data using Holland’s Analytical Rarefaction
program for Windows (http://www.uga.edu/~strata/soft-
ware/). This program is based on the equations presented
by Raup (1975), originally derived by Hurlbert (1971)
and Heck et al. (1975). The graphs we present illustrate
the estimated richness for each integer number of
specimens (NISP), minimum number of individuals
(MNI) or number of occurrences (P/A). In addition, the
graphs present the upper and lower 95% confidence
bounds around each of those richness estimates. We
judge curves to be significantly different when both
curves move outside of the other’s confidence limits as
they reach their maximal values. This visual distinction
approximates a two-sample #-test on the rarified richness
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Fig. 3. Within-fauna comparisons of MNI-based rarefaction. A) Thousand
Creek. B) Virgin Valley. Formatting of curves as in Fig. 2.
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values because it incorporates information about the
variance of both samples.

3. Results
3.1. Within-fauna comparisons

NISP rarefactions differ as predicted for both Virgin
Valley and Thousand Creek, with the curves from
published material steeper than those from the museum
collections. This result means that rarefactions based on
published collections will be biased towards higher
richness for a given number of specimens. The Thousand
Creek NISP curves diverge early, and the curve from
published data is significantly higher than the museum-
based curve for sample sizes higher than only 14 spec-
imens (Fig. 2A). Although the Virgin Valley NISP
curves show the predicted pattern, they never diverge
enough to be considered statistically distinct (Fig. 2B).

The MNI curves (Fig. 3A, B) show qualitatively
identical results to the NISP curves (Fig. 2A, B). Both of
the publication-based curves are steeper than their
corresponding museum-based curves. The Thousand
Creek curves diverge significantly above 34 individuals
(Fig. 3A), and the Virgin Valley MNI curves diverge
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Fig. 4. Within-fauna comparisons of occurrences-based rarefaction.
A) Thousand Creek. B) Virgin Valley. Formatting of curves as in Fig. 2.
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Fig. 5. Between-faunal comparisons of NISP-based rarefaction.
A) Museum collections-based curves. B) Publication-based diversity
curves. The distance between the Thousand Creek (gray) and Virgin
Valley (black) curves indicates the relative difference in richness for
the faunas at comparable sampling intensities. Formatting of 95%
confidence curves as in Fig. 2.

very little and are, again, not statistically significantly
different (Fig. 3B).

Presence/absence rarefactions for both faunas also fit
our predictions but never diverge to the point of
statistical significance (Fig. 4A, B).

3.2. Between-fauna comparisons

NISP rarefactions of museum data indicate Virgin
Valley is more diverse than Thousand Creek at any
rarefied sample size (Fig. 5A), but the curves never
diverge significantly. Conversely, NISP rarefactions of
published data indicate Thousand Creek is more diverse
than Virgin Valley at any rarefied sample size (Fig. 5B).
Again, the difference between the published data sets for
both faunas is not statistically significant. The Thousand
Creek curve lies above the upper 95% confidence limit
of the Virgin Valley curve above 44 specimens, but the
Virgin Valley curve is never lower than the lower 95%



E.B. Davis, N.D. Pyenson / Palaecogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology 250 (2007) 139-149 145

confidence limit of the Thousand Creek curve (Fig. 5B).
This result signifies that the museum and published
NISP data are not statistically inconsistent, even though
they have reversed patterns of relative richness.

The MNI comparisons are very different from the
NISP results for between-fauna comparisons. Both the
museum-based and publication-based curves indicate that
the Thousand Creek fauna is richer than the Virgin Valley
fauna (Fig. 6A, B). The museum-based results are not
statistically significant (Fig. 6A). The publication-based
results are significant (Fig. 6B), suggesting that if one
were to make this comparison based only on the published
data, one would reasonably conclude that the Thousand
Creek fauna is richer than the Virgin Valley fauna.

In contrast with the NISP results and in agreement with
the MNI results, the P/A rarefactions are very similar for
both museum and published data (Fig. 7A, B). For both
data sources the Thousand Creek curve lies above the
Virgin Valley curve. Unlike the MNI results, the museum
data have a significant divergence of curves near the upper
limit of Virgin Valley sampling (Fig. 7A). For published
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Fig. 6. Between-faunal comparisons of MNI-based rarefaction.
A) Museum collections-based curves. B) Publication-based diversity
curves. Formatting of curves as in Fig. 5.
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Fig. 7. Between-faunal comparisons of occurrences-based rarefaction.
A) Museum collections-based curves. B) Publication-based diversity
curves. Formatting of curves as in Fig. 5.

data, although the curves never statistically diverge, the
Thousand Creek curve lies above the Virgin Valley upper
95% confidence limit above 29 occurrences (Fig. 7B). So,
the P/A data agree with the MNI data that Thousand Creek
is richer than Virgin Valley, but reverse which data set,
museum or published, shows a significant difference.

4. Discussion

The rarefaction curves are consistently steeper for
the publication-derived NISP and MNI data (Figs. 2
and 3), suggesting they are biased towards higher even-
ness, as we predicted. Although these differences are not
consistently statistically significant, the divergence
between the rarefied Thousand Creek published richness
and museum richness is quite striking for NISP data
(Fig. 2A), and the data are still significant for MNI data,
even if they are not as equally striking (Fig. 3A). The
Virgin Valley data, on the other hand, do not show a
significant difference in richness between museum and
published data for either NISP or MNI (Figs. 2B and
3B). The consistency between NISP and MNI data is not
surprising, since MNI is based on NISP. NISP and MNI
are both biased estimators of the number of individuals,
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with NISP biased towards too high a count and MNI
biased towards too low a count. MNI has reasonably
been assumed to be closer to the true count of indi-
viduals sampled, but that true count must lie somewhere
between the two. There is, in the end, no clear signal that
using only published data significantly affects compar-
isons between faunas.

The significant difference between the museum and
publication Thousand Creek NISP curves effectively
reverses the between-fauna NISP comparison (Fig. 5).
The differences are not so extreme that they differ
statistically: Both the UCMP and publication compar-
isons are not statistically significant, emphasizing the
importance of accounting for uncertainty when making
diversity comparisons.

These results would change if we were to use a less
strict criterion for statistical difference, either through
relaxing the p value or counting significance when only
one curve is outside the confidence limits of the other.
Keeping the 95% confidence limits as in Fig. 5 and
asking whether the Thousand Creek fauna is more
diverse than (above the confidence limit of) the Virgin
Valley fauna at 50 specimens illustrate this point. For the
museum data (Fig. 5A), the answer is no, but for the
published data (Fig. 5B), the answer is yes.

As explained in Section 2, we estimated significance
using the criterion of both curves beyond both 95% con-
fidence limits. This is a quick visual way to approximate a
t-test using the pooled variances of the two estimates of
richness. Applying a one-sided #-test with pooled variance
to the same question of whether Thousand Creek is more
diverse than Virgin Valley at 50 specimens results in no
significant differences for either museum data or
published data, because the #-test includes the larger
uncertainty in the Thousand Creek diversity at 50
specimens. Uncertainty in both parameter estimates
must be included in an analysis of this sort.

Unsurprisingly, the MNI results are more consistent
than the NISP results, since MNI values will be less
affected by unpublished specimens of published taxa. The
publication-based MNI data show a significant difference
between Thousand Creek and Virgin Valley faunas, but
the museum collections-based data do not. The excessive
evenness of the published Thousand Creek data is again
responsible for this difference, as the publication bias
pulls the Thousand Creek curve up and outside of the 95%
confidence intervals. The abundance issues associated
with using NISP instead of MNI create the situation seen
in the between-fauna comparison for museum data
(Figs. 5A and 6A). The NISP data make Thousand
Creek look more even than it really is because additional
specimens that add no new MNI information are counted

in the NISP data. These results provide more evidence that
paleoecological workers should always go through the
effort to calculate MNI values for their faunas.

Although the two paleomammalian faunas in this
study share similar taphonomic and collecting histories,
there are some differences, both geological and publica-
tion-based between Thousand Creek and Virgin Valley
that might account for the differences in their NISP and
MNI rarefaction results. The geological reasons for these
differences likely relate to the greater area of outcrop
available for Thousand Creek localities, compared to
those from Virgin Valley (Fig. 1). The Thousand Creek
Formation crops out over a larger area than the Virgin
Valley Formation, and the localities included in this
analysis are from a slightly larger geographic area. Area of
sampling has an important effect on paleodiversity
(Barnosky et al., 2005) and also has an effect on Beta
(between locality) diversity (Mac Nally et al., 2004),
which also influences regional rarefaction curves (Ols-
zewski, 2004). This difference in area is a consequence of
the depositional history of the two formations, with the
Virgin Valley Formation filling a single caldera and the
Thousand Creek Formation deposited over a more
regional scale (Green, 1984; Ach and Swisher, 1990).

The difference in publication histories between the two
faunas is more striking. Although both faunas were treated
in the earliest publications (Gidley, 1908; Furlong, 1910;
Kellogg, 1910; Merriam, 1910; Merriam, 1911), all of the
follow-up publications treated new occurrences from the
Thousand Creek fauna, often published as short notes
(Butterworth, 1916; Merriam and Stock, 1928; Hall, 1930;
Stock, 1936; Wood, 1936; Wilson, 1937). This variation in
publication means that a much larger proportion of the taxa
in the Virgin Valley fauna were published in Merriam’s
(1911) faunal analysis, a venue that allowed a reasonably
complete accounting of the relative abundances.

Thus, the greatest risk these results present for large-
scale analyses concerns comparing data from faunas
published under differing conditions. Some faunas, such as
those exhaustively worked for theses and dissertations
(e.g., Shotwell, 1953; Vanderhill, 1980; Morea, 1981) or as
government-funded remediation projects (Voorhies, 1990)
are not subject to page limits, and so might be published
with much more complete NISP data, which could lead to
better MNI data. More completely published faunas will
tend to be more faithful to the underlying evenness of the
fossil sample, and may not work well with faunas
published in venues with page limitations. In the end,
publication venue might be treated as another taphonomic
factor to be considered when compiling data for analysis.

The NISP and MNI results are also pertinent to esti-
mating relative abundance in paleobiological analyses.
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The differences in relative abundances we found between
publication and museum data made subtle but important
differences to the overall faunal evenness and richness
estimates, which certainly have implications for large-
scale studies, but studies on individual taxa could be more
impacted by publication bias, particularly if those taxa
have been over or underpublished before. In the case of
Virgin Valley and Thousand Creek, there are several taxa
which appear to be less important in the publication data
than they are in the museum data. The camelids are the
prime example, with no specimens published in Virgin
Valley, and only one specimen published in Thousand
Creek (see Appendix). The camelids are, however, an
important part of these faunas, contributing 12% of the
MNI to Virgin Valley and 18% to the Thousand Creek
fauna. Of course, the camelid condition is so extreme that
a camelid worker would be required to return to the
museum; other abundant taxa show a similar pattern, with
Hypolagus vetus contributing 4% to the published fauna
and 13% to the museum collections of Thousand Creek.
Contrastingly, the well-published mylagaulids of Virgin
Valley appear to be 21% of the fauna, based on
publications, but only represent 15% of the museum
data. In this case, the underrepresentation of many other
taxa in the fauna makes this well-represented taxon appear
more abundant than it really is. This phenomenon is taken
to an extreme for the truly rare taxa, such as Diprionomys
minimus from Thousand Creek, which appears to be only
2% of the fauna through the filter of publication, but
represents even less, only 0.8% of the fauna in the
museum collections. Our results make apparent the need
to carefully consult museum collections before
performing paleobiological analyses that rely on relative
abundance information.

The results of our P/A analysis (Figs. 4 and 7) were
more straightforward. The within-fauna comparisons do
not show any significant divergence, and the between-
fauna comparisons are consistent in their patterns. The
museum-based between-fauna comparison does show a
significant divergence and the publication-based com-
parison does not (Fig. 7A, B). The lack of significance
in the latter might indicate a loss in statistical power
because of the additional random variance introduced by
the publication filter. Our results suggest that analyses of
published faunal data that rely on occurrence data will
not be subject to biases introduced by the filter of
publication, only to an increase in variance. This
conclusion makes intuitive sense, as one of the goals
of all paleontological publications is to produce an
accurate accounting of where and when certain taxa are
found. Our results do disagree with those of Koch
(1978), who found a major bias in the published record

of mollusk richness. Perhaps the lesser overall richness
and representation in the terrestrial record have allowed
terrestrial workers to publish a greater proportion of all
taxa than marine workers. For terrestrial systems, the
biggest problems arise when contextual analyses begin
to consider the relative numbers of specimens represent-
ing each taxon in an assemblage.

5. Summary

Because of the limitations of publication, some
published relative abundance data do not meet all of the
assumptions that underlie paleoecological studies.
Although much work has been done towards accounting
for sampling biases (Raup, 1972; Raup, 1975; Alroy,
2000; Foote, 2001) and taxonomic biases (Adrain and
Westrop, 2000; Alroy, 2002; Alroy, 2003; Isaac et al.,
2004), little work has assessed the effect of biases in the
specimens chosen for publication (e.g. Koch, 1978).

Through comparisons of published accounts and the
collections of the UCMP for two faunas from
northwestern Nevada, we have been able to explore
the effects of the filter of publication on estimates of
richness. Richness rarified by NISP or MNI is affected
by publication, as rarefaction is very sensitive to
evenness in a sample (Raup, 1975; Olszewski, 2004).
Although publication does make assemblages appear
overly even, the filtering process does not result in a
consistent significant difference in richness within
faunas for our data. Comparing the Hemphillian
Thousand Creek fauna to the Barstovian Virgin Valley
reveals the effect of publication bias in comparing
diversity between faunas. Rarefaction curves based on
published NISP and both published and museum MNI
indicate the Thousand Creek fauna is more diverse than
that of Virgin Valley for any sample size, but not
significantly so for NISP or museum MNI. Museum-
based rarefaction curves of NISP indicate Virgin Valley
is more diverse, but not significantly so. The non-
significance of the NISP comparisons makes the results
statistically equivalent and emphasizes the importance
of properly accounting for variance in paleobiological
analyses. The significance of the published MNI results
emphasizes the effect that accounting for the minimum
number of individuals can have on a faunal analysis. All
of these results make it clear that simple qualitative
comparisons of rarefaction results may be misleading.
Workers must be explicit about the nature of statistical
comparisons they make between faunas.

Results from presence/absence rarefaction indicate
that occurrences are properly transmitted from museum
collections through the filter of publication. This result is
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hardly surprising, as all paleontologists focus on
accurately communicating occurrences, but disagrees
with Koch’s (1978) findings for marine invertebrates,
suggesting different precautions be taken by marine and
terrestrial workers.

Taphonomy will always make fossil assemblages
different from the original biological assemblage they
represent (Behrensmeyer et al., 1992). Publication bias
can be seen as an additional taphonomic filter placed
upon fossils before they reach the published paleonto-
logical record (see Fig. 1 of Crampton et al., 2003), with
its most important effect on the relative evenness of taxa
in the sample. Our results agree with Allmon (2005),
that additional museum and field work is necessary to
properly evaluate a fossil assemblage; paleobiology
cannot proceed without careful maintenance and study
of museum collections.
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