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The area under the curve (AUC) of the receiver operator characteristic (ROC) graph is
regarded as an objective measure of the discrimination accuracy of predictive models.
AUC scores calculated from background values, or pseudo-absences, have been proposed as a method of model selection for species distribution models (SDMs) fitted to
presence-only data. However, the utility of AUC as a measure of model performance
when data on confirmed absence are unavailable has not been fully investigated. We fitted SDMs using informative climatic variables for 2000 species of Mesoamerican trees.
As a reference, we also built ‘pseudo-models’ using Gaussian random fields with no
biological meaning. AUC correctly selected SDMs fitted to single environmental variables over ‘pseudo-models’ fitted to single random fields in almost all cases. However,
when all seven variables were included in the models, AUC erroneously selected complex pseudo-models over complex climate models in 17% of the cases. The spatial
distribution patterns predicted by the pseudo-models differed from the results derived
from climate-based models, even when overall AUC scores were similar. Both model
and pseudo-model AUC values increased when presence points were few and spatially
aggregated. The results show that AUC calculated from presence-only data can be an
unreliable guide for model selection. Pseudo-absences have ill-defined properties that
challenge the interpretation of AUC values. Inference on multidimensional niche spaces
should not be supported by AUC values calculated using pseudo-absences.
Keywords: species distribution modelling; model selection

Introduction
In recent years, predictive species distribution models (SDM) have become important tools
for biogeography, conservation and research into the impact of climate change on biodiversity (Peterson and Kluza 2003, Araújo et al. 2004, Engler et al. 2004, Thuiller et al.
2005, Broenniman et al. 2006, Garcìa 2006, Stockwell 2006, Araújo and Rahbek 2007,
Golicher et al. 2008). Where detailed knowledge of distribution patterns is available, as is
the case for highly visible organisms in some temperate countries, the predictive ability of
SDMs can be evaluated against known presences and absences. However, many organisms
are cryptic. Furthermore, the biodiversity of a large part of the world’s surface, particularly in the tropics, has not been systematically surveyed. The true spatial distribution of
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most organisms remains unknown (Whittaker et al. 2005, Kuper et al. 2006). Data sets that
provide confirmed evidence of absence are rarely available. Thus, species distributions are
commonly inferred from the presence-only data that are provided by museum collections
or herbaria (Graham et al. 2004). Despite this limited knowledge, reliable maps of realized
and potential species distributions are required in order to inform conservation priority setting (Peterson and Kluza 2003, Moilanen et al. 2006) and evaluate extinction risk (Newton
and Oldfield 2008). This has led to the development and application of computer software
designed specifically for the purpose of producing spatially explicit predictions based on
models of the relationship between species and environment fit using presence-only data
(Stockwell and Noble 1992, Elith et al. 2006, Phillips et al. 2006).
SDMs are explicitly based on the niche concept (Peterson and Vieglais 2001). Early
models used relatively simple rules based on climatic envelopes or elevational preference in
order to suggest the species geographical range (Berry et al. 2002). Such models matched
expert knowledge concerning the factors that limited species distributions. Choice of climatic envelope models is largely based on ecological understanding, rather than derived
directly from the input data. In contrast, contemporary SDMs are data driven, relying heavily on modern machine learning techniques (Elith et al. 2006, Phillips et al. 2006, Elith and
Leathwick 2007). Algorithms fit flexible curves and complex rules in order to find a model
which maps closely onto the best available data. Models differing in the identity and number of input variables produce different spatial predictions. The process of producing a map
that shows a species realised or potential distribution involves selecting appropriate input
variables, choosing between a set of algorithms and finding threshold values in order to
determine a species geographic range based on relative suitability. The choice of variables
to include in a model may affect the relationships between the response and the predictors.
Model selection therefore plays a vital role in the process of producing distribution maps.
Model selection is an important element of all statistical analysis (Burnham et al.
2001). Criteria derived from information theory, such as Akaike’s Information Criteria
(AIC) or Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC), are often used as formal measures of the
evidence in favour of competing statistical models (Akaike 1974). However, in the case of
presence-only modelling, these formal information criteria lose their theoretical justification. As there are no known absence points, models are fitted using ‘pseudo-absences’ or
background points. There are no set rules for deciding on the number of pseudo-absence
points that should be used when fitting and evaluating the models. Therefore, there are
no justifiable methods for calculating the likelihood. The number of observations of one
of the predicted classes is essentially arbitrary. Taking a number of pseudo-absences that
matche the number of presence points does not resolve the issue, as there is no justification for assuming that the number of presence points is related to the number of true
absence points in this manner. Imposing restrictions on the number of pseudo-absence
(background) points will tend to reduce the amount of information available to the model
regarding the range of environmental conditions. This causes poor performance against any
criteria that assesses general discriminatory ability. Thus, much larger numbers of pseudoabsence (background) points than presence points are usually used when fitting models.
As a result, conventional statistical diagnostics cannot be applied to models that have neither residuals nor measures of deviance. This makes model selection very challenging.
Furthermore, as it is not possible to interpret model output as probability values, there are
no obvious rules for setting thresholds based on a predicted proportion of occupied sites or
pixels.
As a result of these challenges, receiver operator characteristics (ROCs) are commonly
used in order to both select the ‘best’ models and suggest threshold values (Swets 1988,
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Swets et al. 2000). ROC analysis has a long history of use in signal detection in order to
depict the trade-offs between hits and false alarms (Egan 1975). The technique is commonly used in medical decision making. The ROC has a number of attractive properties
which suggest that it can be successfully applied in the context of predictive species distribution modelling. Among these is the measure of prediction success that is provided by the
area under the curve (AUC). ROC graphs are produced by plotting sensitivity as a function
of commission error as some threshold value changes. The AUC provides a summary of
the discrimination value of the model over all possible thresholds. ROC analysis allows the
consequences of setting thresholds in order to divide the continuum of values provided by
a classification process into binary outcomes. In the context of species distribution modelling, the binary outcomes are predictions of presence or absence at a given site. There are
four possible outcomes. If an organism is truly present and it is predicted as present, it is
counted as a true positive (TP); if the organism is classified as absent when truly present,
it is a false negative (FN). If the organism is absent and it is classified as absent, it is a true
negative (TN); if the organism is classified as present, it is a false positive (FP). FPs are also
often called errors of commission, and FNs are called errors of omission. Several measures
can then be derived. The TP rate or sensitivity is the proportion of TPs correctly classified
as positive. The specificity is the proportion of TNs correctly classified as negative. The
FP rate or commission error is the proportion of TNs incorrectly classified as positive.
ROC graphs are produced by plotting sensitivity (TP) as a function of commission
error (FP) as some threshold value changes. The AUC provides a summary of the discrimination value of the model over all possible thresholds. The AUC is equivalent to the
probability that the classifier will rank a randomly chosen TP instance (presence) higher
than a randomly chosen TN instance (absence). It has been shown to be equivalent to the
non-parametric Wilcoxon test of ranks (Hanley and McNeil 1982).
When presence-only data are used, it appears that ROC curves are not applicable. There
is no source of negative instances with which to measure specificity. However, Phillips et al.
(2006) affirm that the problem can be avoided by considering the classification problem to
be one of distinguishing presences from random (i.e. background or pseudo-absences).
The AUC that is obtained is a measure of discrimination rather than prediction. It is
included in the diagnostic component of the SDM software ‘MAXENT’ (Phillips et al.
2006). MAXENT has been suggested as the preferred contemporary modelling framework
when small samples are available (Hernandez et al. 2006, Papes and Gaubert 2007, Pearson
et al. 2007).
The AUC is quantified using a subset of the input points that are withheld when fitting the model. Models with the highest AUC values are then usually selected over models
with lower AUC values. The underlying basis of this approach has been criticised on theoretical grounds (Lobo et al. 2008, Peterson et al. 2008). AUC analysis using background
points of pseudo-absences is clearly difficult to interpret. There is a danger that AUC could
provide a justification for extremely complex models that cannot be interpreted in the context of a species ecological niche. Unlike model evaluation based on information theory,
AUC analysis does not include any penalty for the number of parameters used. Models of
greatly varying complexities are all evaluated using essentially the same criterion. If AUC
analysis suggests that a model has a good discriminatory performance, it also implies that
the set of variables used in the model also have good predictive and explanatory properties. However, when presence-only data are used, the model’s performance will have been
judged only on the ability to discriminate between two ill-defined classes of observations.
Model performance has not been subjected to a rigorous statistical analysis that would
provide the formal measure of a model’s explanatory ability. The role of each variable in
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producing the spatial predictions may be unclear. Furthermore, if no independent data set
is available, any ability to discriminate within the data used for model fitting cannot be
equated with an ability to predict truly new data. Splitting the available data into training
and validation sets only partially addresses this issue. Decisions regarding the manner in
which the data are divided are arbitrary and the data sets are not truly independent.
In order to test whether these concerns are valid in a practical setting, we tested the
properties of AUC analysis using a large set of herbarium-derived presence points. Models
were fitted to both real and simulated environmental variables. If the set of variables used
as predictors are the result of a purely random process with no possible implications for
species distributions, then any fitted models will also have no biological meaning. These
could be referred to as ‘pseudo-models’. Pseudo-models may still have convincing discrimination value as measured by AUC. If so, they may be selected over more meaningful
models that would be much better predictors of new data. Interpretation of ‘pseudo-models’
in terms of niche space would therefore be misleading and could suggest ‘pseudo-niches’.

Methods
Presence-only data were obtained for 2995 species of Mesoamerican trees and shrubs from
the Missouri Botanical Garden’s TROPICOS database. Only specimens with recorded geographical coordinates were used. Records that had clearly been rounded to the nearest
degree were discarded. We used 2000 of these species in the models with a maximum
number of occurrence points of 1239 and a minimum of 8. The total number of points for
all species used was 131,780. Despite the apparent size of this database, most species collections have been obtained from a very limited number of localities. Few areas have been
exhaustively sampled (Figure 1). Many of the collections were obtained from accessible

Figure 1. Spatial pattern of input data shown as number of botanical collections within 0.104 square
degree hexagonal cells (1165–1272 km2 ). Collection points are highly aggregated within these cells.
At a higher resolution, they can be seen to be closely associated with roads, urban areas and a few
highly studied field sites.
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sites close to roads and urban areas. This provides the usual justification for modelling
using presence-only data.
The input to models that aimed to predict the species potential distribution based on
climatic variables were layers derived from the WorldClim data set. After analysis of colinearity using PCA, we selected seven original and derived variables based on the criteria
of orthogonal properties and interpretability, namely
(1) maximum temperature in June (tmax6),
(2) minimum temperature in January (tmin1),
(3) the difference between the maximum monthly maximum temperature and the
minimum monthly minimum temperature (AMTD),
(4) the maximum difference between the maximum and minimum temperature for any
single month (DMTD),
(5) mean monthly precipitation in January (prec1),
(6) mean monthly precipitation in June (prec6) and
(7) number of months with over 100 mm precipitation (GM).
The layers were resampled to a 3-arc second grid through nearest neighbour re-sampling.
Figure 2 shows the spatial patterns of these seven variables on a comparable scale.
In order to produce layers with no ecological interpretation, we used the R package
random fields (Schlather 2008). We generated seven stable Gaussian random fields with
mean 20, variance 5, nugget 0, alpha 2 and scale parameters varying between 10 and 100.
Figure 3 shows the spatial pattern of these ‘pseudo-variables’. Any associations between
the values and the pattern of variability shown by a genuine environmental variable are
the result of chance and shared spatial autocorrelation. Random fields with low-scale
parameters have lower spatial autocorrelation.
We investigated a range of modelling techniques including MAXENT, regression trees,
generalized linear model (GLM) and generalized additive model (GAM). The results from
MAXENT were found to be similar for a given combination of species and predictor
variables to those obtained using GAM with pseudo-absences derived from a sample of
5000 background pixels. For brevity, we therefore present the results from fitting GAM
models using the gam package (Hastie 2008) in R (R Development Core Team 2010).
Initial tests showed that our general qualitative conclusions applied equally to all other
modelling techniques, with the exception of rule-based models such as classification and
regression trees (Brieman et al. 1984).
For each species, we generated 5000 random pseudo-absence points with no spatial
constraints. This is equivalent to the default method of generating background points used
by MAXENT. The presence and absence points were randomly split into two equal parts:
one part was used for fitting the model and the second for validation. ROCs were calculated and visualised using the PresenceAbsence package (Freeman 2007). In order to test
whether models fitted to single random fields could compete with models fitted to single
climate variables, we fitted models to each single variable in turn. We then produced full
models by including all seven climate variables and all seven random fields in separate
models.
As a potential alternative to using AUC, we also tested the utility of AIC by applying
automated backwards stepwise variable selection to the models fitted using all 14 variables
at once.
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Figure 2. Spatial pattern of the climatic variables used in the models. The layers are shown after
normalisation onto a scale between 0 and 1 in order to facilitate visual comparisons.

Results
The distribution of AUC scores for the full set of 2000 species is shown in Figure 4. Simple
models based on one single variable had the lowest AUC values. All models based on
a single variable had low discriminatory ability. They also produced spatial predictions
that probably overestimated the geographic ranges for most of the species. In the case of
these very simple models, the values of AUC provided a reasonable measure of the relative
importance of each environmental variable. AUC scores for models fitted using informative variables were consistently higher than those for models with random fields as input.
Paired comparison showed AUC to be 0.14 (±0.3) points higher overall for models fitted
to genuine environmental variables than to random fields. Random fields with low spatial autocorrelation had the worst performance as measured by AUC. However, there was
considerable overlap between the scores of environmental variables such as precipitation,
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Figure 3. Spatial pattern of the random fields used in the models. The layers are shown after
normalisation onto a scale between 0 and 1 in order to facilitate visual comparisons.

which is auto-correlated over quite a large range, and the scores for random field models
with high range parameters.
When models were built using seven variables, the complex climate-based models were
found to have statistically significantly higher AUC values than complex pseudo-models
based on random fields (P < 0.05). However, the effect size for paired comparisons was
small (0.027 ± 0.005). The overlap between the scores was very high (Figure 3). On a
case-by-case basis, AUC values were higher for the pseudo-models for 354 species out of
2000. Therefore, if model selection were to be based on AUC, a misleading pseudo-model
might be selected for 17% of the species.
Backwards stepwise model selection based on AIC resulted in the full model being
retained for either sets of variables in almost all cases. This demonstrated that AIC is
not useful for model selection within this particular context. This occurs as a result of
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Figure 4. AUC scores for single variable models and full models. r1–r7 are the results from fitting
models to single random fields arranged in order of the scale parameter. Models were also fit to
the single variables: prec1, precipitation in January; prec6, precipitation in June; AMTD, annual
mean temperature difference; DMTD, daily mean temperature difference; GM, growing months with
rainfall exceeding 100 mm; tmin1, minimum temperature in January; tmax6, maximum temperature
in June. FR is a ‘full’ random model using all seven random fields as input and F is the full climate
model.

pseudo-absences, making an overly large contribution to the calculation of total deviance.
The likelihood calculations are unreliable on a priori grounds.
Models fit to species with a small number of presence points had a significant tendency
to produce higher AUC scores, although the relationship was not linear. The shape of the
trend fitted using loess smoothing and the amount of scatter is shown in Figure 5. All the
smoothed curves were statistically significant, given the large sample size (n = 2000).
The relationship between small number of presence points and high AUC values was
clearer when the full models using all seven variables were considered. Figure 6 shows
that AUC values were highest when points were spatially aggregated, as measured by the
mean distance between points.
Figures 7 and 8 show two examples of the spatial predictions from the models. The
threshold used to produce binary maps was placed at a sensitivity of 0.8 in order to include
at least 80% of the presence points. The single variable models, such as the temperature
only model, clearly have low discriminatory power as measured by the AUC. This extends
the modelled potential area of occurrence when compared with the full model based on
either the random fields or the set of climatic variables. However, the more complex models
have similar discriminatory ability in both cases. The match between the spatial predictions
of the full models and the pseudo-models can be seen to vary, although models have very
similar AUC scores.
Discussion
Effect of presence-only data on AIC and AUC
The results cast doubt on the level of confidence that should be placed on AUC as a
guide for model selection using presence-only data. Stepwise selection using AIC is not an
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Figure 5. Relationship between AUC and number of occurrence points used in modelling. Lines
show the results of fitting splines to show the shape of the trend. All relationships were significant at
P < 0.01.

alternative, as the calculation of the likelihood is based on an ill-defined class leading to
predictable over fitting, as demonstrated by the failure of backwards stepwise model selection to remove variables. The problems with both AIC and AUC arise through a common
cause. They are the result of the use of a single class of observations within an analysis
that is designed to use two classes. The absence class is too ill defined to be used as a valid
measure of model performance. The ‘errors of commission’ that are used in a conventional
ROC analysis cannot be equated to the commission of background points. In the case of
presence-only modelling, the errors of commission occur when a species is ‘erroneously’
predicted to occur at a point on the map where the species has not been recorded. However,
if a model predicts the species to be present only where it has already been detected, then
it would have a perfect AUC score, but at the same time, it would serve no useful purpose. Such a model would simply replicate the pattern of known data points. In order to
be predictive, a species distribution must, by definition, commission some points in order
to be considered successful. Errors of commission must therefore be down-weighted in
some way in comparison to errors of omission (Anderson 2003). However, ROC analysis
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Figure 6. Relationship between AUC and mean distance between pairs of points. Lines show the
results of fitting splines to show the shape of the trend. All relationships were significant at P < 0.01.

provides no guidance regarding how much down-weighting is optimal, nor how to assign
weights to points with differing probabilities of true absence. It is therefore impossible to
evaluate whether the model is over-fitting or under-fitting using AUC values alone.

Effect of small numbers of data points and spatial aggregation
A further practical problem arises. All else being equal, a model built from a small number
of data points would be expected to be less reliable than a model built using a large number
of data points. However, the results of AUC analysis suggest the opposite. This has been
pointed out previously by Lobo et al. (2008). When random background points are used
to calculate the AUC, the abscissa of the ROC may be interpreted as the proportion of
the total area predicted as present, rather than a measure based on correctly or incorrectly
predicting true absence, which is unknown (Peterson et al. 2008). This issue is further compounded by the strong positive relationship between AUC values and spatial aggregation.
Spatially aggregated observations of predictor variables are naturally auto-correlated. This
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Figure 7. Example of model output showing the AUC and the spatial predictions for three models
using the presence points for Garcinia madruno. Grey shaded areas represent the predicted spatial
distribution using a threshold placed at a sensitivity of 0.8 in order to include at least 80% of the
presence points shown in red.

lack of independence leads to fewer degrees of freedom for the predictor variables than
would otherwise be the case. Lennon (2000) points out that correlation between a spatially
clustered response variable and a set of explanatory variables is strongly biased in favour
of those explanatory variables that are themselves highly auto-correlated. Similarly, multiple regression analysis finds highly auto-correlated explanatory variables to be significant
much more frequently than it should. Thus, the chances of mistakenly identifying a significant slope across an auto-correlated pattern are very high when classical regression is used.
These results show a similar pattern. Auto-correlated spatial data have complex statistical
properties that make any form of inference challenging.
Diagnostic issues and interpretation of AUC
If models are simply used as pragmatic tools for interpolating between known occurrences
and guiding the process of estimating potential distributions, then the issues may not be
critical. AUC does provide some measure of the ability of a model to discriminate between
background points and presence points. However, users of SDMs often wish to interpret
models in terms of a species niche. Specialised species with very narrow niches often
occur in a limited number of geographical locations. In such cases, a fitted model may be
interpreted as describing the precise combination of conditions that the species requires.
However, the results show that models fitted using random fields can just perform as well
as models fitted to genuine environmental variables. In fact, any delimited region of space
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Figure 8. Example of model output showing the area under the curve and the spatial predictions
for three models using the presence points for Hamelia axillaris. Grey shaded areas represent the
predicted spatial distribution using a threshold placed at a sensitivity of 0.8 in order to include at
least 80% of the presence points shown in red.

that approximates to the distribution of collection points, for example, a convex hull drawn
around the points, will also have a high AUC. If the data points are highly aggregated, a
simple convex hull could outperform niche models. However, such a purely spatial construction would provide no insight into species relationship with the environment. The use
of multiple environmental variables and a machine learning algorithm leads to a similar
effect that is not being made explicit. Complex combinations of variables provide flexibility, allowing any model to fit itself neatly around the data points. Thus, there is real danger
of inferring ‘pseudo-niches’.
Dangers of overinterpretation
There are already published reports of AUC that could be misleading. Broenniman et al.
(2006) report average AUC values of 0.95 when modelling endemic life forms of South
Africa using presence-only data, stating that this showed that models had excellent predictive ability. Although their study split the available data into a training and validation component, the approach does not provide for truly independent evaluation (Chatfield 1995).
They reported that only 3 species out of 975 showed poor predictive ability (AUC < 0.7).
In contrast, Wisz et al. (2008) used fully independent presence–absence data in order to calculate AUC. In the second study, species with relatively large sample sizes (>100) obtained
AUC values below 0.7. They stated that models built using smaller sample sizes had AUC
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values that were only slightly better than chance predictions. This supports our suggestion
that reliable models built with sound data can be expected to have lower AUC values than
empirically weaker models based on spatially aggregated presence-only data.
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The issue of museum collection bias
The problems are compounded by the ad hoc nature of the sampling that led to the presence data. If collection effort has been spatially concentrated, the apparent relationship with
environmental variables may simply reflect the limited extent of collecting activity. We suspect this is an explanation for the pattern of occurrence of many of the species of trees in
the data set we used. When this occurs, a calculation of AUC using truly independent data
will provide much lower values. When no formal system has been used for data collection,
systematic error is expected to greatly outweigh random error. This should be explicitly
taken into account (Elith et al. 2002). Although data from historical museum collections
may be all that is available for many parts of the world, their extremely poor statistical properties should be fully recognised. It has been suggested that only points previously visited
by collectors should be used to generate pseudo-absences. However, if a large proportion of
the geographical area remains unvisited by collectors, this is not practical and imposes its
own biases. The best long-term solution is to begin a process of systematic data collection,
aimed at providing the insight into ecological processes and the predictive power that will
always be impossible to achieve using data from historical collections.
Solutions
These results should serve as a warning when interpreting AUC. In an applied setting,
there is a real danger that pseudo-niches could be over optimistically inferred from models
fitted using presence-only data. Wisz et al. (2008) state that ‘given the highly dimensional,
complex nature of ecological niches of species large numbers of samples may be needed
to allow for accurate description of the range of conditions over which a species occurs’.
The results here suggest that a large number of samples are not an option. Rather, it is
essential to avoid the suggestion of misleading niche spaces. A much stronger conceptual
framework is needed for selecting variables (Austin 2007, Williams et al 2007).
The issue may be avoided by stating clearly that AUC values are simply relative measures of model’s discriminatory ability. Predictions of probabilities of occurrence cannot
be derived from presence-only modelling. Output from a presence-only based model is in
fact unlikely to have a simple linear correspondence with the scores produced by a model
based on known presences and absences. Thus, without independent validation, the maps
produced by SDMs are simply pragmatic tools that may aid in determining the limits of
species distributions, but do not by themselves predict them. If true presence–absence data
are available, the AUC could be a valid measure of predictive ability. In this case, models
may also be attributed with some explanatory ability. Even so, there are many other valid
caveats that must be carefully considered (Lobo et al. 2008). ROC should never be applied
uncritically.
Conclusion
The results show that the measure of discrimination provided by AUC can select spurious
‘pseudo-models’ with neither predictive nor explanatory value. AUC is a valid measure of
the ability of a model to discriminate between two classes of input data. However, when
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one class is ill-defined, the interpretation of the AUC score is challenging. The use of
pseudo–absence or background values does not allow AUC to be meaningfully interpreted
as a measure of strength of evidence in support of a model. The results demonstrate that
comparisons of model performance using AUC scores naturally lead to the selection of
complex models which include many variables. Because a chosen set of predictor variables
could include auto-correlated features with no biological meaning, inference on multidimensional niche spaces should not usually be supported by AUC values alone. We suggest
that AUC-based model validation should be restricted to data from inventories in which
true absence can be calibrated against detection probability. Claims of ‘excellent’ predictive ability based on AUC values should be approached with caution. Models built from
intrinsically limited data can never be expected to address the ‘Wallacean shortfalls’ that
arise as a result of incomplete spatial sampling (Bini et al. 2006).
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