Oecologia (2008) 158:141–150
DOI 10.1007/s00442-008-1127-6

G L O B A L C H A N G E E C O L O G Y - O RI G I N A L P A P E R

Transgenerational eVects of global environmental change:
long-term CO2 and nitrogen treatments inXuence oVspring
growth response to elevated CO2
Jennifer A. Lau · Jill PeiVer ·
Peter B. Reich · Peter TiYn

Received: 17 January 2008 / Accepted: 29 July 2008 / Published online: 21 August 2008
 Springer-Verlag 2008

Abstract Global environmental changes can have immediate impacts on plant growth, physiology, and phenology.
Long-term eVects that are only observable after one or
more generations are also likely to occur. These transgenerational eVects can result either from maternal environmental eVects or from evolutionary responses to novel selection
pressures and are important because they may alter the ultimate ecological impact of the environmental change. Here,
we show that transgenerational eVects of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) and soil nitrogen (N) treatments inXuence the magnitude of plant growth responses to elevated
CO2 (eCO2). We collected seeds from Lupinus perennis,
Poa pratensis, and Schizachyrium scoparium populations
that had experienced Wve growing seasons of ambient CO2
(aCO2) or eCO2 treatments and ambient or increased N
deposition and planted these seeds into aCO2 or eCO2 environments. We found that the oVspring eCO2 treatments
stimulated immediate increases in L. perennis and P. pratensis growth and that the maternal CO2 environment
inXuenced the magnitude of this growth response for
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L. perennis: biomass responses of oVspring from the eCO2
maternal treatments were only 54% that of the oVspring
from the aCO2 maternal treatments. Similar trends were
observed for P. pratensis and S. scoparium. We detected
some evidence that long-term N treatments also altered
growth responses to eCO2; oVspring reared from seed from
maternal N-addition treatments tended to show greater positive growth responses to eCO2 than oVspring from ambient
N maternal treatments. However, the eVects of long-term N
treatments on oVspring survival showed the opposite pattern. Combined, our results suggest that transgenerational
eVects of eCO2 and N-addition may inXuence the growth
stimulation eVects of eCO2, potentially altering the longterm impacts of eCO2 on plant populations.
Keywords Climate change · Evolution · FACE ·
Maternal eVect

Introduction
The environment is rapidly changing on a global scale,
largely as a result of anthropogenic pressures. Plant populations are likely to respond to global changes in the shortterm with plastic changes in phenotype. For example,
numerous studies have documented immediate increases in
plant growth in response to elevated atmospheric carbon
dioxide (eCO2) concentrations and nitrogen (N) fertilization (Bazzaz 1990; Reich et al. 2001a; Poorter and Navas
2003; Niklaus and Körner 2004; Reich et al. 2006). Longterm responses that only become apparent after one or more
generations are also possible. These transgenerational
eVects can result from maternal environmental eVects,
which occur when the environmental conditions experienced by parents inXuence oVspring traits (Roach and
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WulV 1987; Rossiter 1996), or from genetic changes in
response to altered patterns of natural selection. Regardless
of the underlying cause, transgenerational eVects may
either increase (e.g., Bezemer et al. 1998; Reale et al. 2003)
or decrease (e.g., Huxman et al. 1998, 2001) the initial phenotypic response to the environmental change. Thus, the
two types of transgenerational eVects (maternal environmental and genetic) may alter the long-term predicted
eVects of environmental change on natural communities.
Maternal environmental eVects commonly occur in both
plant and animal species when the maternal environment
inXuences resource allocation to oVspring. One example of
this is when parents occupy resource-rich habitats:
oVspring size and subsequent growth and Wtness are often
increased relative to the oVspring of parents inhabiting
more stressful environments (e.g., Durrant 1958; Aarssen
and Burton 1990; Trombulak 1991; reviewed in Rossiter
1996). Maternal environmental conditions can also inXuence a wide range of other oVspring characters, including
anti-predator defenses (Agrawal et al. 1999) and physiological traits (Huxman et al. 2001; reviewed in Rossiter 1996).
As a result, maternal eVects can impact population dynamics (e.g., Ginzburg and Taneyhill 1994), responses to abiotic stress (Aarssen and Burton 1990), and interactions with
other community members, such as herbivores and competitors (Agrawal et al. 1999; Platenkamp and Shaw 1993).
Maternal environmental eVects also can inXuence plastic
responses to variation in the oVspring environment (e.g.,
Aarssen and Burton 1990; Bezemer et al. 1998; Huxman
et al. 2001). For example, oVspring from maternal plants
that had experienced nutrient stress were smaller and germinated later in both low and high nutrient environments,
but they also exhibited greater tolerance to low nutrient
conditions (Aarssen and Burton 1990). In another example,
oVspring of plants grown in eCO2 environments showed an
increased growth response to eCO2 compared to oVspring
from plants grown in ambient CO2 (aCO2) environments
(Bezemer et al. 1998). As these studies illustrate, the maternal eVect can result in reduced or heightened plastic
responses to oVspring environmental conditions.
Populations also might evolve in response to the novel
selection pressures that may accompany environmental
change, resulting in a very diVerent type of long-term eVect.
While maternal environmental eVects typically decrease over
time and often become non-detectable after one or a few generations or even over the course of the oVspring life cycle
(Roach and WulV 1987), genetic changes in response to
novel environmental conditions are likely to persist longer,
even if organisms are no longer exposed to that environment.
Adaptive evolutionary changes are expected to reduce any
negative Wtness eVects of the environmental perturbation;
however, these evolutionary changes also have the potential
to inXuence population dynamics (e.g., Yoshida et al. 2003,
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2004), ecosystem processes (Wieneke et al. 2004; Collins
et al. 2006), interactions with other community members
(Snaydon and Davies 1982; Lau et al. 2008), and, most
importantly, the magnitude of response to the environmental
change itself (Snaydon 1970; Snaydon and Davies 1972,
1982) (reviewed in Hairston et al. 2005).
We have assessed how transgenerational eVects of longterm CO2 and N treatments inXuence the magnitude of the
growth response to eCO2 concentrations. We Wrst tested
how oVspring eCO2 treatments impact plant growth and
survival and then examined how maternal CO2 and N environments aVect plant growth and growth responses to
oVspring CO2 treatments. Finally, we investigated how
maternal CO2 and N treatments impact resource allocation
to seeds and whether diVerences in seed mass can explain
any of the observed transgenerational eVects.

Materials and methods
Study system and experimental design
We investigated transgenerational eVects of eCO2 and soil
N deposition on the growth of Schizachyrium scoparium
(Poaceae), Poa pratensis (Poaceae), and Lupinus perennis
(Fabaceae). These three species represent diVerent functional groups (C4 grass, C3 grass, and legume, respectively)
that are expected to respond diVerently to eCO2 and
N-addition. We performed a partial reciprocal transplant
experiment in which we planted seeds collected from populations growing in long-term atmospheric CO2 and soil N
treatments into aCO2 and eCO2 environments. Long-term
CO2 and N treatments were manipulated in a modiWed splitplot design as part of the BioCON experiment at Cedar
Creek Natural History Area, Minnesota, USA (Reich et al.
2001a). In the BioCON experiment, biodiversity (plant species richness), CO2, and N are all experimentally manipulated. The two CO2 treatments (aCO2 approx. 370 !mol/
mol; eCO2 approx. 560 !mol/mol) were applied to whole
plots (three 20-m-diameter rings per treatment) using Free
Air CO2 Enrichment. Nitrogen treatments (0 or 4 g N m2/
year) were applied to half of the 2 £ 2-m sub-plots within
each whole plot (i.e., ring). Carbon dioxide and N treatments have been applied annually since 1998. Only seeds
from the high-diversity (16 plant species) treatment plots
were used in this study (n = 48 plots, four plots per N treatment per ring). In 1997, each high-diversity plot was
seeded with 12 g/m2 of seed, divided equally among 16
species that were native or naturalized to the site. All seeds
were bulked collections, obtained from local nurseries: S.
scoparium seed were obtained from Prairie Restorations
(Princeton, MN); L. perennis seeds were obtained from the
Prairie Moon Nursery (Winona, MN).
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Seeds used in this study were collected from a single
maternal plant per species from each plot, resulting in 12
half-sib families from each maternal CO2 £ N treatment.
All seeds were collected in the fall of 2002, after treatments
had been applied for Wve full growing seasons. Even though
all plants used in this experiment are perennial species,
because plots were initially established from seed, evolutionary responses could result from diVerential survival of
the initial stand of seedlings as well as from genotypic
diVerences in sexual reproduction and recruitment from
seed in subsequent years.
Planting design and plant measurements
Seeds were initially planted into 164-ml conetainers (Ray
Leach Conetainers; Stuewe & Sons, Corvallis, OR) that had
been Wlled with potting mix (Sunshine Mix #5; Sun Gro
Horticulture Canada, Spruce Grove, AB) and bottomwatered until saturated. For S. scoparium and L. perennis,
we planted four seeds (all from a single maternal family)
per conetainer on 24 April 2006, placed the conetainers in a
dark cold-room for 8 days at 4°C, and then moved them to a
greenhouse (ambient CO2) where they remained until the
seeds began to germinate. For L. perennis, we planted one
seed per conetainer on 5 May 2006. Lupinus perennis seeds
were scariWed and soaked overnight prior to planting to
improve germination, but L. perennis individual plants
were not inoculated with rhizobia. Because we germinated
all plants under aCO2 conditions, we unfortunately missed
eCO2 eVects on germination and very early seedling
growth; however, germinating the plants in this way was
necessary for facilitating the germination of a fourth species used in a separate experiment conducted simultaneously. All plants were moved to the Weld and placed into
the appropriate oVspring CO2 treatment in the BioCON
facility on 7 May 2006. We placed two conetainers from
each maternal family into each ring (six conetainers per
family per oVspring CO2 treatment). A total of 1728 conetainers were planted (12 conetainers per family £ 48 maternal families per species £ 3 species); however, because of
poor germination, which was likely due to the poor quality
and limited numbers of some seed, actual sample sizes
were much lower (Wnal n = 236, 135, or 264 conetainers for
L. perennis, S. scoparium, and P. pratensis, respectively).
Sample sizes were roughly equivalent across most maternal
environment £ oVspring environment treatment combinations for most species, and there were no missing cells (i.e.,
treatment combinations with no data; n = 20–41 plants/
treatment combination for L. perennis; n = 25–39 for P.
pratensis, and n = 7–26 for S. scoparium). However, we
report statistics based on Type 3 sums of squares to further
minimize biases due to unequal sample sizes between treatments (Shaw and Mitchell-Olds 1993).
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We weighed each individual L. perennis seed prior to
planting. Additionally, we obtained family mean seed mass
for S. scoparium and P. pratensis by weighing all collected
seeds from a given maternal plant and dividing by seed
number. For all three species, we recorded emergence date,
and on 10 July 2006 we measured the height of the tallest
culm and culm number for S. scoparium and P. pratensis
and leaf number and leaf size (length of longest leaXet) for
L. perennis. After 3 months of growth, when foliage was
beginning to turn brown, we harvested aboveground biomass. For S. scoparium and L. perennis, we also harvested
the belowground biomass (P. pratensis roots were diYcult
to separate from the soil) and measured the length of longest root (L. perennis) or belowground biomass (S. scoparium). All biomass was dried at 60°C for at least 2 days
prior to weighing. Because four grass seeds were planted
into each conetainer, many conetainers contained multiple
individuals; all plants in a conetainer were weighed
together to obtain total biomass, and heights and culm numbers were averaged for all analyses. Survival was assessed
at the Wnal harvest.
Statistical analysis
All analyses were performed using SAS 2001 statistical
software (SAS Institute, Cary N.C.).
We used mixed model multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA; PROC GLM) and ANOVA (PROC MIXED)
to determine how both the oVspring and maternal growing
environments inXuenced plant growth and plant responsiveness to eCO2. Data for each species were analyzed separately. The N and CO2 treatments that the seeds were
collected from (“maternal N treatment” and “maternal CO2
treatment”), the CO2 treatment in which the experimental
plants were reared (“oVspring CO2 treatment”), and all
interactions were included in the model as Wxed factors.
Ring nested within the oVspring CO2 treatment and maternal family nested within the maternal N £ maternal CO2
interaction were included as random factors. Emergence
date and seed mass were included as covariates in the L.
perennis analyses. Mean emergence date, family mean seed
mass, and number of individuals per conetainer were
included as covariates in the P. pratensis and S. scoparium
analyses. Preliminary analyses revealed that seed mass did
not signiWcantly inXuence any P. pratensis or S. scoparium
growth measures; therefore, it was not included in the Wnal
analyses. Results from models including covariates were
qualitatively similar to results from additional analyses that
did not include the seed character covariates, so only results
from the full model are presented. For L. perennis, Wnal
aboveground biomass, root length, leaf number, and leaf
length were included as response variables. For the grasses,
Wnal aboveground biomass, root biomass (S. scoparium
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only), culm number, and height were included as response
variables.
The eVects of maternal CO2 and N treatments and
oVspring CO2 treatment on survival were tested with logistic ANOVA (PROC GENMOD). In these analyses, maternal
CO2 treatment, maternal N treatment, oVspring CO2 treatment, and all interactions were included as predictor variables, and the proportion of germinants in each pot
surviving to harvest was the response variable. For L.
perennis, however, survival was scored as a binomial
response variable since only one seed was planted per pot.
Emergence date and seed mass were included as covariates.
As above, data for each species were analyzed separately.
Because maternal environmental eVects often result
from diVerences in resource allocation to oVspring, we used
ANOVA (PROC MIXED) to investigate how maternal CO2
and N treatments inXuenced the mass of Weld-collected
seeds used in the reciprocal transplant experiment. For L.
perennis, the model included maternal CO2 and maternal N
treatments as Wxed factors, and maternal family nested
within the maternal CO2 £ maternal N interaction as a random factor. Individual seed mass was the response variable.
For S. scoparium and P. pratensis, the mean family seed
mass was the response variable, and maternal CO2 and
maternal N treatments were included as predictor variables.

Results
Direct phenotypic eVects of CO2
Compared to aCO2 treatments, oVspring eCO2 treatments
increased L. perennis biomass by 42%, leaXet length by
17%, and leaf number by 12% (Table 1; Fig. 1a). Similarly,
eCO2 increased P. pratensis biomass, height, and culm
number by 116, 44, and 31%, respectively (Table 1;
Fig. 1b). In contrast, S. scoparium, the C4 grass, did not
respond signiWcantly to eCO2 (Table 1; Fig. 1c). These
results are consistent with prior results for these three species in BioCON (Reich et al. 2001b) as well as with those
from other studies demonstrating that species in the C4
functional group tend to show weaker responses to eCO2
(Poorter and Navas 2003). On average, oVspring eCO2
treatments increased P. pratensis survival by 21% but did
not signiWcantly inXuence L. perennis or S. scoparium survival (P > 0.3) (Table 2; Fig. 2).
Transgenerational eVects of CO2 and N
EVects of maternal CO2 environment
OVspring response to eCO2 was strongly inXuenced by the
maternal CO2 environment in L. perennis (signiWcant
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maternal CO2 £ oVspring CO2 interaction; Table 1).
OVspring from aCO2 maternal treatments showed greater
biomass increases in response to eCO2 than oVspring from
eCO2 maternal treatments (Fig. 3). While this diVerence
was only statistically signiWcant for L. perennis, P. pratensis and S. scoparium showed similar trends (Fig. 3). The
biomass stimulation eVect of oVspring eCO2 treatments on
plants from eCO2 maternal environments (averaged across
N treatments) was only 54, 26, or 72% that of oVspring
from aCO2 maternal treatments for L. perennis, S. scoparium, and P. pratensis, respectively (Fig. 3). A signiWcant
maternal CO2 environment £ oVspring CO2 environment
interaction also was detected for P. pratensis culm number
in the univariate analysis, where genotypes from eCO2
maternal treatments showed only 34% of the growth
response to oVspring eCO2 compared to genotypes from
aCO2 maternal treatments (Table 1). The maternal CO2
environment had minimal impacts on other traits (Table 1).
We also did not detect any signiWcant eVects of maternal
CO2 environment or interactions between maternal CO2
and oVspring CO2 treatments on the survival of any species
(Table 2).
EVects of maternal N environment
Although the multivariate analyses revealed little evidence
that maternal N environment aVects L. perennis and S.
scoparium growth or growth responses to eCO2, maternal
N environment £ oVspring CO2 environment interactions
were detected for L. perennis root length and for S. scoparium height (Table 1). For both species, oVspring from
maternal N-addition treatments exhibited greater positive
growth responses to oVspring eCO2 treatments. Lupinus
perennis individuals reared from seed collected from ambient N maternal treatments had shorter root lengths when
reared under eCO2 than when reared under aCO2, but root
lengths of plants reared from N-addition maternal treatments responded positively to eCO2 oVspring treatments (a
3% decrease compared to a 9% increase). Similarly, S.
scoparium from ambient maternal N environments
responded to oVspring eCO2 treatments with decreases in
height (a 6% decrease), but individuals from N-addition
maternal environments were 16% taller when grown in
oVspring eCO2 than when grown in the aCO2 treatments.
Greater positive biomass responses to eCO2 for S. scoparium from N-addition maternal treatments were also
observed (Fig. 1c), although this interaction was not statistically signiWcant (P > 0.15). Additionally, maternal N and
maternal CO2 treatments interacted to inXuence the growth
response of P. pratensis to oVspring eCO2 treatments. A
signiWcant three-way interaction between maternal CO2
environment, maternal N environment, and oVspring CO2
environment was detected in the multivariate analysis of
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Table 1 EVects of maternal CO2 and N treatments, oVspring CO2 treatment and all interactions on Lupinus perennis, Poa pratensis, and Schizachyrium scoparium growth measures
L. perennis

MANOVA

Biomass

Root length

Leaf length

Leaf number

Pillai

df

F value

F value

F value

F value

F value

CO2 OVspring (O)

0.98

4,1

15.99

79.02****

0.89

92.12****

9.60*

CO2 Maternal (M)

0.13

4,37

1.36

3.33

0.02

0.23

0.24

NMaternal

0.11

4,37

1.15

1.10

0.12

0.48

1.05

CO2OV £ CO2M

0.15

4,72

3.26*

7.24**

0.58

0.56

1.32

CO2OV £ NM

0.06

4,72

0.31

0.04

6.55*

2.40

1.64

CO2 M £ NM

0.06

4,37

0.58

0.90

2.21

1.87

0.17

CO2OV £ CO2M £ NM

0.05

4,72

1.04

0.65

0.12

0.19

2.82

Germination date

0.15

4,63

2.78*

40.37****

0.49

6.39*

20.17****

Seed mass

0.13

4,63

2.27

7.86**

0.73

0.01

2.28

Ring(CO2OV)

0.19

16,264

0.82

!2 = 0.0

!2 = 1.0

!2 = 0.0

!2 = 0.1

Family(CO2 M £ NM)
P. pratensis

2.17

160,264

1.95****

2

2

! = 4.4*

MANOVA

2

! = 2.6

! = 12.0***

!2 = 10.2***

Biomass

Culm height

Culm number

Pillai

df

F value

F value

F value

F value

CO2 OVspring (O)

0.95

3,2

11.96

41.36**

41.51****

8.30*

CO2 Maternal (M)

0.05

3,35

0.60

0.03

0.03

0.00

NMaternal

0.01

3,35

0.17

0.45

0.38

0.02

CO2OV £ CO2M

0.08

3,57

1.59

1.51

0.00

4.00*

CO2OV £ NM

0.01

3,57

0.27

0.04

0.06

1.33

CO2 M £ NM

0.07

3,35

0.94

4.12*

0.12

3.91

CO2OV £ CO2M £ NM

0.13

3,57

2.88*

0.89

0.41

0.04

Germination date

0.19

3,17

1.30

41.37****

3.97*

29.74****

Plants per pot

0.75

3,17

17.13****

22.76****

1.00

3.45

Ring(CO2OV)

0.71

12,57

1.47

!2 = 0.1

!2 = 0.0

!2 = 1.0

Family(CO2M £ NM)
S. scoparium

2.22

111,57

2

1.46

MANOVA

! = 2.2

2

! = 4.6*

!2 = 0.0

Biomass

Root mass

Culm height

Culm number

Pillai

df

F value

F value

F value

F value

F value

CO2 OVspring (O)

0.80

4,1

1.00

1.04

0.04

0.79

0.00

CO2 Maternal (M)

0.15

4,30

1.34

0.00

0.14

0.00

1.09

NMaternal

0.06

4,30

0.47

2.76

0.37

1.61

0.25

CO2OV £ CO2M

0.06

4,32

0.55

0.48

0.37

0.72

0.63

CO2OV £ NM

0.05

4,32

0.42

2.09

0.01

4.36*

1.01

CO2 M £ NM

0.04

4,30

0.19

1.15

0.55

0.35

0.02

CO2OV £ CO2M £ NM

0.08

4,32

0.67

0.00

0.15

0.11

0.25

Germination date

0.65

4,11

5.02*

0.34

0.81

0.16

0.09

Plants per pot

0.65

4,11

5.18*

14.21***

10.24**

0.02

7.16**

Ring(CO2OV)

1.19

16,56

1.49

!2 = 0.2

!2 = 0.3

!2 = 0.0

!2 = 0.0

Family(CO2M £ NM)

3.02

132,56

1.30

!2 = 0.1

!2 = 0.0

!2 = 3.0*

!2 = 0.0

MANOVA, Multivariate analysis of variance
* P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001

P. pratensis growth traits (Table 1), but because no signiWcant three-way interactions were detected in the univariate
analyses, this eVect was likely due to joint eVects on multiple traits. In general, the eVects of maternal CO2 environment

on the response to oVspring CO2 environment tended to be
greater for P. pratensis from N-addition maternal environments. For P. pratensis from ambient N maternal treatments, plants from aCO2 and eCO2 maternal treatments
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Maternal environment
aCO2, ambient N

aCO2, N-addition

eCO2, ambient N

eCO2, N-addition

A

L. perennis

Biomass

0.3

0.2

B

0.5

Biomass

0.1

0.3

P. pratensis

EVects of maternal CO2 and N environments on seed mass

0.1

Biomass

C

0.5

S. scoparium

0.3

0.1

aCO2

eCO2

Offspring CO2 treatment
Fig. 1 EVects of oVspring CO2 treatments on aboveground biomass of
Lupinus perennis (a), Poa pratensis (b), or Schizachyrium scoparium
(c) populations collected from maternal aCO2 (open symbols) vs. eCO2
(Wlled symbols) and N-addition (squares) vs. ambient N (circles) treatments. Values shown are least-squares means § 1SE. Symbols are oVset so that non-overlapping error bars can be easily observed

showed similar increases in biomass in response to
oVspring eCO2 treatments. For P. pratensis from N-addition maternal treatments, however, the growth stimulation
eVects of oVspring eCO2 treatments were greater on plants
from aCO2 maternal treatments than on those from eCO2
maternal treatments, and a marginally signiWcant maternal
CO2 £ oVspring CO2 interaction on biomass was detected
for oVspring from the maternal N-addition treatment
(F1,54 = 3.55, P = 0.065), but not for oVspring from the
ambient N maternal treatment (F1,60 = 0.08, P = 0.78).
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Averaged across oVspring and maternal CO2 treatments,
L. perennis oVspring reared from seeds collected from Naddition maternal environments had a lower survival than
oVspring from seeds from ambient N maternal environments (mean § SD: N-addition 0.81 § 0.40; ambient N
0.90 § 0.30, Table 2). Poa pratensis survival showed similar, but non-signiWcant, patterns (N-addition 0.48 § 0.49;
ambient N 0.60 § 0.49, P < 0.12). No signiWcant main
eVect of maternal N environment on survival was detected
for S. scoparium (P > 0.5); however, we detected signiWcant interactions between maternal N environment and
oVspring CO2 environment on S. scoparium survival
(Table 2). Genotypes from maternal N-addition treatments
showed reduced survival in eCO2 oVspring environments
compared to aCO2 oVspring environments, whereas genotypes from ambient N maternal treatments showed
increased survival in oVspring eCO2 treatments (Fig. 2c).
Furthermore, these eVects were heightened when plants
were collected from eCO2 maternal environments (Fig. 2c;
signiWcant CO2 oVspring £ CO2 maternal £ N maternal
interaction, Table 2).

We did not detect any evidence that maternal N treatment
aVected seed mass of our study species; however, maternal
CO2 treatment aVected L. perennis and S. scoparium seed
mass. Lupinus perennis seeds from eCO2 maternal environments were heavier than those from aCO2 maternal environments (mean seed mass § SE: aCO2 8.0 § 0.9 mg;
eCO2 11.0 § 0.9 mg; F1,44 = 6.13, P = 0.017). Schizachyrium scoparium showed the opposite pattern, and seeds
from aCO2 environments were heavier than seeds from
eCO2 environments (mean seed mass § SE: aCO2
1.6 § 0.06 mg; eCO2 1.3 § 0.07 mg; F1,5 = 7.62, P = 0.04).
DiVerences in seed mass that resulted from the maternal
environment did not, however, explain the diVerences in
oVspring responses to CO2. For L. perennis, seed mass was
positively correlated with biomass, but seed mass did not
aVect biomass response to oVspring CO2 treatments (no
seed mass £ oVspring CO2 interaction was detected,
F1,182 = 0.74, P = 0.39), and signiWcant maternal
CO2 £ oVspring CO2 interactions were detected even when
seed mass was included in the analyses as a covariate
(Table 1). Mean family seed mass did not signiWcantly
inXuence any growth trait in S. scoparium or P. pratensis
and also did not aVect biomass responses to oVspring eCO2
treatments (seed mass £ oVspring CO2 interaction: S.
scoparium F1,86 = 0.26, P = 0.61; P. pratensis F1,119 = 2.01,
P = 0.16), although seed mass aVected P. pratensis survival
(Table 2). Results from analyses including germination
date and seed mass as covariates were very similar to those
from analyses that did not include these covariates. Thus,

Oecologia (2008) 158:141–150

147

Table 2 EVects of maternal CO2 and N treatments, oVspring CO2 treatment and all interactions on L. perennis, P. pratensis, and S. scoparium
survival
L. perennis
!

2

P. pratensis
P value

!

2

S. scoparium
P value

!2

P value

CO2 OVspring (O)

0.01

0.90

10.04

0.0015**

0.75

0.39

CO2 Maternal (M)

0.02

0.90

0.48

0.49

1.06

0.30

NMaternal

4.09

0.04*

2.46

0.12

0.20

0.66

CO2OV £ CO2M

0.33

0.57

0.01

0.93

0.81

0.37

CO2OV £ NM

0.00

0.96

0.48

0.49

8.98

0.0027**

CO2 M £ NM

0.75

0.39

0.14

0.71

2.30

0.13

CO2OV £ CO2M £ NM

2.62

0.11

0.10

0.75

4.92

0.0265*

Germination date

3.37

0.07

32.20

<0.0001****

0.01

0.93

Seed mass

0.00

0.99

62.76

<0.0001****

0.98

0.32

* P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001
Values shown are chi-square statistics and associated P values from a logistic ANOVA. The proportion of germinates surviving to the Wnal harvest
was the response variable

these results are consistent with diVerences in seed mass
between maternal treatments not being responsible for the
diVerences in oVspring responses to CO2.
Discussion
Increases in resource availability as a result of rising atmospheric CO2 concentrations and increased N deposition are
expected to stimulate primary productivity. This prediction
has been supported by Weld studies in a variety of natural
communities, although biomass increases often depend on
community composition and the availability of other nutrients (Reich et al. 2001a; Niklaus and Körner 2004; Norby
et al. 2005; Rasse et al. 2005; see also Körner 2003).
Because many growth chamber, greenhouse, and even Weld
experiments involve only a single generation of plants,
most studies are not of long enough duration to include the
contribution of transgenerational eVects to the magnitude of
treatment response. However, as we have demonstrated
here, increased resource availability can cause maternal
eVects or evolutionary responses that could either increase
or decrease the plastic growth responses observed in single
generation experiments.
Lupinus perennis and P. pratensis plants grown in eCO2
were larger than those grown in aCO2, but plants grown
from seeds collected from maternal eCO2 environments
responded less to oVspring eCO2 treatments than those
grown from seeds collected from maternal aCO2 environments. Thus, the transgenerational eVect reduced the plastic
phenotypic growth response to eCO2. Similar trends were
observed for S. scoparium. Huxman et al. (2001) also found
that maternal environmental eVects of eCO2 reduced the
positive eVects of oVspring eCO2 treatments on the growth

of Bromus madritensis ssp. rubens. While we observed few
statistically signiWcant transgenerational eVects of N-addition on plant growth or survival, we detected some evidence that plant genotypes collected from N-addition
maternal treatments showed greater (more positive) growth
responses to oVspring eCO2 treatments than genotypes collected from ambient N maternal treatments. For P. pratensis survival, however, the opposite pattern was observed,
and genotypes from N-addition maternal treatments exhibited lower survival under oVspring eCO2 treatments, while
genotypes from ambient N maternal treatments experienced
increased survival in eCO2 oVspring treatments.
Transgenerational eVects may inXuence long-term
responses to global environmental changes. Based on
within-generation plastic growth responses to eCO2, eCO2
is predicted to increase primary productivity (i.e., the
“eCO2 fertilization eVect”). This increased productivity is
expected to increase the eVectiveness of the terrestrial CO2
sink, thereby slowing the rate of increase in atmospheric
CO2 concentration (Hungate et al. 1997; Cramer et al.
2001). The transgenerational eVects that we observed, however, suggest that the magnitude of the growth response to
eCO2 will decrease over time. Thus, estimates of biomass
increases based on short-term plastic growth responses may
overestimate the magnitude of the CO2 fertilization eVect
by as much as 50%. If N-deposition continues to increase
along with atmospheric CO2 concentrations, however, the
positive transgenerational eVects of N-addition on plant
growth response to oVspring eCO2 treatments may
ameliorate some of the decrease in CO2 responsiveness—
although the magnitude and direction of transgenerational
eVects diVered across traits (growth vs. survival), and some
of the positive transgenerational eVects of N-addition on
growth responses to eCO2 may be oVset by the negative
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aCO2, N-addition

eCO2, ambient N

eCO2, N-addition

A

1

Survival

aCO2, ambient N

0.75

L. perennis

% Enhancement of
offspring biomass by eCO2

Maternal environment

eCO2 maternal environment

0.8

0.4

0
0.5

Survival

B

Survival

S. scoparium

1

0.75

0.5
aCO2

eCO2

Offspring CO2 treatment
Fig. 2 EVects of oVspring CO2 treatment on survival of L. perennis
(a), P. pratensis (b), or S. scoparium (c) populations collected from
maternal ambient CO2 (aCO2; open symbols) vs. elevated CO2 (eCO2;
Wlled symbols) and N-addition (squares) vs. ambient N (circles) treatments. Values shown are raw means § 1SE. Symbols are oVset so that
non-overlapping error bars can be easily observed

transgenerational eVects of N-addition on survival in eCO2
oVspring environments.
Because all seeds were germinated in a common greenhouse environment, the eVects of oVspring CO2 environment
on germination and early growth may have been missed. It is
our belief, however, that germinating all seeds in a common,
relatively benign environment likely had minimal impacts on
the observed maternal environment £ oVspring environment
interactions, especially since the magnitude of the maternal
eVects increased over time (data not shown). Additionally,

123

S. scoparium

P. pratensis

0.5

0.25

C

L. perennis

Fig. 3 EVects of maternal CO2 environment on the percentage biomass stimulation eVect of oVspring eCO2 treatments for L. perennis, S.
scoparium, or P. pratensis. For all species, genotypes from aCO2
maternal environments (white bars) tended to respond more to oVspring eCO2 treatments than genotypes from eCO2 maternal environments (black bars)

P. pratensis

0.75

aCO2 maternal environment

because we used Weld-collected seeds that were not propagated for one or more generations in a common environment,
we were unable to diVerentiate between maternal environmental eVects and evolutionary responses. Including seed
mass and germination date in our analyses did not qualitatively alter the patterns that we observed, suggesting that the
observed transgenerational eVects were not primarily driven
by diVerences in seed provisioning or germination timing.
Seed nutrient concentrations were not measured, however,
and are also potential sources of maternal environmental
eVects. Seeds produced from plants reared under eCO2 and
ambient N conditions might be expected to have lower nutrient (N) concentrations that could result in reduced responsiveness to eCO2. It is also plausible that genetic changes that
have occurred over the Wve growing seasons of enhanced
CO2 and N also contributed to changes in eCO2 responsiveness: plant populations growing in the long-term CO2 and N
treatments could have diverged genetically if N or CO2 alter
patterns of natural selection or the expression of genetic variation. While limited work has investigated how soil N inXuences predict evolutionary trajectories, a few examples
suggest that eCO2 can inXuence plant evolution, although the
magnitude of these evolutionary eVects is often weak (Bazzaz et al. 1995; Steinger et al. 2007). In contrast, a study by
Lau et al. (2007) detected little evidence for direct evolutionary eVects of eCO2.
In our experiment, species representing diVerent functional groups seemed to diVer in the magnitude of the transgenerational eVect. There are at least three potential
explanations for these diVerences among species. First, species diVer in the magnitude of ecological response to eCO2
(reviewed in Poorter and Navas 2003). In our experiment,
we detected no evidence that eCO2 stimulated the growth of
S. scoparium, a C4 plant. In contrast, both L. perennis and
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P. pratensis responded positively to eCO2. If there is no
plastic growth response to eCO2, then it seems less plausible that eCO2 will alter resource allocation to seeds, thus
minimizing the potential for maternal environmental
eVects. Second, species diVered in the expression of familylevel variation of growth traits and growth response to CO2.
Maternal family explained signiWcant amounts of variation
in three of four measured L. perennis growth traits
(Table 1); in contrast, signiWcant family eVects were
detected in P. pratensis and S. scoparium only for culm
heights (Table 1). These results suggest that while L. perennis may possess the genetic variation required for rapid
evolutionary responses, genetic variation for most P. pratensis and S. scoparium growth traits may be lacking in
these populations. Finally, interspeciWc diVerences in mating system and gene Xow, life history, and generation time
could all have inXuenced the likelihood of evolutionary
change occurring over the relatively small temporal and
spatial scales that these treatments have been applied.
Interestingly, Bezemer et al. (1998) document transgenerational eVects of eCO2 on the C3 grass Poa annua that are
in the opposite direction of the transgenerational eVects
found in our study. While basic biological diVerences
between P. annua and the species used in this study may
contribute to these contrasting results, methodological
diVerences, including diVerences in the duration of maternal treatments, could also play a role. In the Bezemer et al.
(1998) study, maternal treatments were applied for a single
generation, and seeds used in the oVspring generation were
collected from all plants in the population (not just the most
fecund). Thus, the intensity of selection was relatively low,
the potential for genetic change during the experiment was
minimal, and the observed transgenerational eVect was
likely primarily a maternal environmental eVect. In our
study, genetic changes that may have occurred in response
to Wve growing seasons of eCO2 and N-addition treatments
also could have contributed to the observed transgenerational eVects and potentially could have counteracted any
maternal environmental eVects that were in the opposing
direction.
In conclusion, our results suggest that transgenerational
eVects of maternal CO2 environments may decrease plant
growth responses to future eCO2 conditions. Predictions of
the long-term eVects of eCO2 on natural communities are
typically based on biomass responses to short-term treatments that cannot assess transgenerational eVects. Ignoring
these multi-generation eVects, however, could potentially
bias predictions of future biomass and ecosystem responses
to eCO2 or other global changes.
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