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Abstract

An understanding of the reproductive biology of a species is a central aspect of providing sound 
scientific advice for fisheries management. Reproductive biology plays a large part in determining 
productivity and therefore a population’s resiliency to exploitation by fisheries or to perturbation 
caused by other human activities. This paper provides an overview of variation in reproductive char-
acteristics in commercial fish species and examines the impact on perceived productivity. It is clear 
that accounting for variation in reproductive biology can have a major impact on advice for fisheries 
management. Further work is required on the methods used to estimate reproductive characteristics 
such as maturation, sex ratio, and fecundity, and research to better understand the tradeoffs leading to 
variation in these reproductive traits. It will also be necessary to demonstrate that incorporating more 
complex estimates of reproductive potential results in better scientific advice for fisheries manage-
ment.
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 Introduction

An understanding of the reproductive biology of 
a species is a central aspect of providing sound scien-
tific advice for fisheries management. It is reproductive 
biology that in large part determines productivity and 
therefore a population’s resilience to exploitation or per-
turbation from other human activities. The importance 
of quantifying productivity in terms of reproductive 
potential (RP) and recruitment, as well as the difficulty 
in doing so, have long been recognized (Ricker, 1954; 
Hilborn and Walters, 1992). 

Some aspects of fish reproductive biology such as 
reproductive strategy (e.g. batch vs total spawner, deter-
minate vs indeterminate spawners) are a characteristic of 
the species and are fixed. However, many reproductive 
traits are highly plastic. Life history parameters such as 
maturity at size or age, sex ratio, fecundity and spawning 
time and duration, vary between populations of a spe-
cies. Moreover, they can also vary temporally within a 
population, altering a population’s productivity or RP 
over time. Changes in these life history parameters in-
volve trade offs in energy allocation between growth 
and reproduction (maturation and fecundity) and inter-
actions with mortality (Rijnsdorp, 1990; Stearns, 1992). 

The optimization of fitness in fish must be accomplished 
through the solution of a complex multidimensional 
problem. These tradeoffs shape variation in reproductive 
biology and hence variation in RP.

To derive adequate estimates of RP, variation in re-
productive biology needs to be taken into account. If RP 
is measured with error then this can obscure any stock 
recruit (S/R) relationship (Walters and Ludwig, 1981). 
By extension, if failure to incorporate variation in repro-
ductive biology produces an index of RP that does not 
adequately reflect the population’s actual RP, the result 
can be an apparent lack of a S/R relationship. A number 
of studies have shown that failure to account for varia-
tion in reproductive biology can affect the perception 
of productivity and that spawning stock biomass (SSB) 
may not be the best measure of RP (Marshall et al., 1998; 
Morgan and Brattey, 2005; Scott et al., 2006).

 
Given the significance of S/R to scientific advice 

for fisheries management, it is important to produce the 
best possible estimates of RP. Marshall et al. (2003) pro-
vides examples of improvements in estimates of RP for a 
number of fish populations. This current paper provides 
an overview of variation in reproduction in commercial 
fish species. It examines the impact that taking such 
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reproductive variability into account can have on scien-
tific advice for fisheries management. Where possible, 
the overview is illustrated with examples analysing data 
available for American plaice (Hippoglossoides plates-
soides). Some suggestions for possible future research 
directions are also given.

Estimation of Reproductive potential

Age and size at maturity

Perhaps the best studied fish reproductive character-
istic is maturity. There are many examples of variabil-
ity in maturity at age and/or size. A variety of species 
has been shown to exhibit interpopulation differences in 
maturation. Some of these include bluegill sunfish (Le-
pomis macrochirus) (Belk, 1995); brook trout (Salveli-
nus fontinalis) (Hutchings, 1993); pumpkinseed sunfish 
(Lepomis gibbosus) (Fox, 1994); northern pike (Esox 
lucius) (Diana, 1983); Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) 
(Fleming, 1960); and American plaice (Hippoglossoides 
platessoides) (Walsh, 1994). As well, intra-population 
changes in maturation over time have been demonstrated 
for Atlantic cod in the northeast Arctic (Jorgensen, 1990) 
on the Scotian Shelf (Beacham, 1983) and on the Flem-
ish Cap (Saborido-Rey and Junquera, 1999), as well as 
for North Sea plaice (Pleuronectes platessa) (Rijnsdorp, 
1989), witch flounder (Glyptocephalus cynoglossus) 
(Bowering, 1989) and American plaice (Pitt, 1975; Bow-
ering and Brodie, 1991; Morgan and Colbourne, 1999).

American plaice populations from the waters off 
the east and south coasts of Newfoundland and Labra-
dor provide an excellent example of both inter and intra 
population variation in maturity (Fig. 1). Maturity at age 
and size were estimated by cohort using generalized lin-
ear models with a logit link function and binomial error 
(Morgan and Colbourne, 1999). These three populations 
show a decline in both age and size at maturity as popu-
lation abundance declined. Inter-population differences 
are also evident, in particular American plaice in Sub-
Div. 3Ps in recent cohorts mature at an older age and 
larger size than those in the other two populations and 
the rate of decline in length at 50% maturity was less 
for this population. The increase in length at maturity in 
Div. 2J3K and Div. 3LNO in the recent part of the time 
series, with no increase in age at maturity is reflective of 
increased growth (i.e. increased length-at-age) that has 
not been associated with maturity at an older age

Changes in maturity schedules at age and length 
have been linked with changes in abundance in numer-
ous studies. Increased resources, available to individuals 

at low population size, results in an increase in growth 
rate (i.e. density dependent growth response) and is 
thought to result in maturation at a younger age (Pitt, 
1975; Bowering, 1989; Jorgensen, 1990; Rijnsdorp, 
1993). Higher temperature has also been shown to lead 
to earlier maturity through increased growth (Alm, 1957; 
Sandström et al., 1995). Related to growth are changes 
in condition, with fish in better condition more likely to 
mature younger and smaller (Marteinsdottir and Begg, 
2002; Morgan, 2004; Morgan and Lilly, 2006; Grift et al., 
2007). Changes in mortality have also been identified as 
a cause of variation in maturity in fishes. Increased mor-
tality can select for maturation at a younger age (Diana, 
1983; Roff, 1992; Hutchings, 1993; Fox, 1994; Olsen et 
al., 2005) and smaller size (Kasperski and Kozlowski, 
1993). This is because those that delay maturation have 
a decreased probability of surviving to reproduce when 
mortality increases. The level of adult mortality relative 
to juvenile mortality can also affect age and size at matu-
rity (Gadgil and Bossert, 1970; Hutchings, 1993).

The data that exist on maturity can easily be in-
corporated into stock assessment by including their es-
timates in the calculation of spawning stock biomass. 
Historically estimates of SSB have assumed that all 
fish mature at the same age (referred to as knife edge 
maturity) or use a single invariant maturity ogive. 
 

where Na is the number of fish at age a, Wa is the weight 
of fish at age a, and Pa is the proportion mature at age a. 
Changes in maturity at age are incorporated by estimat-
ing Pa, preferably for each cohort. Often the proportion 
mature used is the female only ogive.

Jakobsen (1992) found that using cohort estimates 
of maturity for northeast Arctic cod resulted in a higher 
Fmed (the fishing mortality (F) which results in RP per 
recruit (R) equal to the median of the observed R per 
RP) than using a knife edge estimate of maturity of 8+. 
Incorporation of variable maturity, estimated by cohort, 
can result in substantial differences in perceived produc-
tivity (Morgan and Brattey, 2005). Model estimates of 
maturity were found to improve the relationship between 
estimates of potential egg production and estimates of 
egg production from egg surveys in Baltic cod (Kraus 
et al., 2002).

The incorporation of maturity estimates into the es-
timation of limit reference points is illustrated here us-
ing American plaice in NAFO Div. 3LNO (the Grand 
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Fig. 1. 	 Age and length at 50% maturity for cohorts of female American plaice from three populations off Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Canada.
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Bank). Data on population number and weights-at-age 
come from Dwyer et al. (MS 2005). Two indices of RP 
were produced: 9+ biomass (used as a proxy for SSB 
for this population prior to the application of estimates 
of maturity at age), and SSB (see equation above). Ex-
ample reference points were calculated for each index 
of RP with Bref being the change point in a segmented 

regression of recruits against RP and the fishing mortal-
ity reference point being Fmed. 

The relationship between RP and recruitment is dif-
ferent for the two indices of RP, resulting in substantially 
different reference points (Fig. 2). Bref was 179 000 t 
when 9+ biomass was the index of RP and 98 000 t when 
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Fig. 2. 	 Recruits and Reproductive Potential for Div. 3LNO American plaice. Symbols indicate 
the cohort. The left panels show a change point regression and biomass reference point 
derived from it. The right panels show a line with a slope equal to the median recruits per 
spawner and the estimate of Fmed.
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SSB was used. Fmed was 0.19 for 9+ biomass and 0.44 
for SSB. 

Sex ratio

Although data on sex ratio are generally as widely 
available as those on maturity, as they are collected as 
part of the process of sampling for maturity, they have 
not received as much attention. As with maturity, there 
can be differences in sex ratio between populations 
of the same species as well as temporal trends within 
populations (Rijnsdorp, 1994; Hunt, 1996; Marshall et 
al., 1998; Jakobsen and Ajiad, 1999; Kraus et al., 2002; 
Morgan and Brattey, 2005). Again this can be illustrated 
using data for American plaice around Newfoundland 
(Fig. 3). Here sex ratio was estimated for each population 
with a generalized linear model with a logit link function 
and a binomial error. Both age and cohort were treated as 
class (categorical) variables (Morgan and Brattey, 2005). 
All three populations show an increase in proportion fe-
male for cohorts of the mid 1980s. For Div. 3LNO and 
SubDiv. 3Ps American plaice, this higher proportion fe-
male continues to about the mid 1990s, while sex ratio 
declined for Div. 2J3K for the 1990 cohort. However, 
3Ps exhibits much more variability from cohort to cohort 
and has a slightly lower proportion female at the oldest 
age compared to 3LNO or 2J3K. Differences in sex ratio 
between cohorts could be a result of differential spawn-
ing mortality between the sexes and/or changes in fish-
ing mortality on the sexes (Jakobsen and Ajiad, 1999).

Sex ratio can be added to estimates of RP to produce 
female spawning biomass:
 

where Sa is the proportion female at age a. Pa is the pro-
portion mature at age a for females and Wa is weight at 
age which may be sex specific but is often for males and 
females combined.

Morgan and Brattey (2005) found that incorporation 
of sex ratio resulted in differences in perceived produc-
tivity for three cod stocks. The use of estimates of sex 
ratio improved the relationship between estimates of egg 
production from egg surveys and estimates of potential 
egg production in Baltic cod. The effect of sex ratio on 
improving estimates of potential egg production was less 
than the effect of maturity (Kraus et al., 2002). The addi-
tion of estimates of sex ratio at length to SSB to produce 
FSB for northeast Arctic cod produced some difference 
in the perception of stock status relative to Blim (Marshall 
et al., 2006). Blim is the RP below which the stock should 
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Fig. 3.	 Estimated proportion female at age for cohorts 
of American plaice from three populations off 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada.
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not be allowed to fall, in some cases it is considered the 
level of RP below which R is impaired.

Sex ratio was incorporated into estimates of RP for 
American plaice to produce FSB using the equation giv-
en above. Again Fmed and Bref were calculated in the same 
manner as for SSB and 9+ biomass. The estimate of Fmed 
of 0.35 (Fig. 2) was substantially different than the esti-
mate for 9+ biomass (0.19), but differed somewhat less 
from that produced from using SSB as the index of RP 
(0.44). Bref was 111 000 t, similar to that derived using 
SSB as the estimate of RP, but almost 70 000 t lower than 
that derived when using 9+ biomass.

Fecundity

Data on fish fecundity are much less available than 
data on maturity and sex ratio (Tomkiewicz et al., 2003). 
Variation in fecundity between populations of the same 
species and between years within a population is well 
known (Bowering, 1978; Pinhorn, 1984; Gundersen et 
al., 1999; Kraus et al., 2002; Blanchard et al., 2003; 
Power et al., 2005; Rideout and Morgan, 2007). 

American plaice have some fecundity data that can 
be used as an example of variability in fecundity. Fe-
cundity length relationships were fit for Div. 3LNO and 
SubDiv. 3Ps American plaice, from 1993 to 1996. From 
these relationships the number of eggs produced by a 40 
cm female was calculated for each year. There are popu-
lation differences and variation over the short time series 
that is available (Fig. 4). 

Factors such as nutritional condition or ration level 
have been found to be positively related to fecundity 
(Kjesbu et al., 1991; Millner et al., 1991; Rijnsdorp, 
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Fig. 4. 	 Number of eggs at 40 cm for American plaice from 
Div. 3LNO and SubDiv. 3Ps.

1991; Rijnsdorp et al., 1991; Kjesbu et al.,1998; Ma et 
al., 1998; Lambert and Dutil, 2000). Selective pressures 
from fisheries have also been suggested as a factor in 
changes in fecundity with fishing mortality selecting for 
fish that have a higher investment in reproduction ear-
lier in life, including increased fecundity (Yoneda and 
Wright, 2004; Wright, MS 2005).

Fecundity data can be incorporated into indices of 
RP in a similar fashion to the previously discussed fac-
tors such that:
 

where TEP is total egg production, Ea is the number of 
eggs produced at age, usually from a fecundity length or 
fecundity weight relationship applied to length or weight 
at age. 

A constant fecundity length relationship used to 
produce TEP for Georges Bank cod produced little dif-
ference in percent maximum spawning potential at dif-
ferent levels of F compared to using SSB as the index of 
RP. This may have been because there was little varia-
tion in mean length-at-age in the time series examined 
(Murawski et al., 2001). Morgan and Brattey (2005) also 
used constant fecundity length relationships to produce 
time series of TEP for three cod populations. Perceived 
productivity of the populations differed for TEP as com-
pared to FSB, SSB and estimates of RP using knife edge 
maturity. Given the scarcity of fecundity data, proxies 
for fecundity have been suggested as an alternative ap-
proach (see Lambert et al. (2003) for a review of poten-
tial proxies). Marshall et al. (2006) used the relationship 
between fecundity, length and condition to produce a 
time series of annual egg production estimates for north-
east Arctic cod. This resulted in an index of RP that gave 
a different estimate of Blim and perception of stock status 
relative to Blim, than SSB or FSB. Kraus et al. (2002) 
used the relationship between relative fecundity and prey 
availability to produce a time series of relative fecundity 
for Baltic cod. This gave an improved S/R relationship 
(a higher r2 in a linear regression with recruitment) and 
better relationship between estimates of potential egg 
production and results of egg surveys for Baltic cod. 
However, DeOliveira et al. (2006) in simulation studies 
with horse mackerel (Trachurus trachurus) assuming a 
constant proportion harvesting strategy, found that un-
less there was a well estimated proxy with a strong rela-
tionship between the proxy and fecundity, the population 
fell below the biological reference point more often than 
if constant fecundity was assumed. 
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American plaice in Div. 3LNO is again used as an 
example, with TEP being calculated by applying a time 
invariant fecundity length relationship to mean length at 
age. Fmed using TEP is 0.36, similar to that derived us-
ing FSB as the index of RP, but differing substantially 
from Fmed for SSB and 9+ biomass (Fig. 5). Because of 
differences in scale (eggs×1012 vs thousands of tons of 
biomass) Bref can not be directly compared with the bio-
mass based indices of RP. However, the number of years 
in which the index of RP is below the Bref derived using 
that index can be compared to determine whether the dif-
ferent indices of RP result in different perceptions about 
stock status. For 9+ biomass the population was below 
Bref for 33 years, for SSB 23 years, for FSB 35 years and 
for TEP the population was below Bref for 34 years of the 
time series. 

The difference in estimated reference points is a re-
sult of different relationships with recruitment for each 
estimate of RP. It is also a function of the method cho-
sen to estimate the reference point. In these examples 
the estimate of RP that incorporates the least reproduc-
tive biology, 9+ biomass, gives the lowest estimate of 
Fmed. However, if Fcrash (F resulting in a high probabil-
ity of population collapse, derived either from a pro-
duction model or S/R curve) is calculated for SSB and 
9+ biomass, the estimate is lower for SSB (0.49) than for 
9+ biomass (0.55). Another important factor to consider 
is how well the reference points are estimated. For this 
example, the coefficient of variation for the estimate of 
Bref was lower for the two indices of RP that incorporated 
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Fig. 5. 	 Recruits and Total Egg Production for Div. 3LNO American plaice. Symbols indicate the co-
hort. The left panel shows a change point regression and biomass reference point derived from 
it. The right panel shows a line with a slope equal to the median recruits per spawner and the 
estimate of Fmed.

the most reproductive biology (9+ biomass CV=33.1, 
SSB CV=33.3, FSB CV=26.4, TEP CV=27.2), indicat-
ing statistically better estimates of the reference point. 
For each population, the best method for estimating ref-
erence points and the best way to estimate RP must be 
determined during the assessment process. The degree to 
which perceptions of stock productivity differ with dif-
ferent indices of RP will vary with population, depend-
ing on how much variation there has been in maturity, 
sex ratio and fecundity and how this variation affects the 
S/R relationship. However, from these examples, and the 
work of others cited above, it is clear that differing indi-
ces of RP can have a large impact on estimates of refer-
ence points and perceptions of stock status. 

Skipped spawning

The failure to spawn on an annual basis has been 
demonstrated in numerous fish species (see Rideout et 
al. (2005a) for a review). Fish that make the decision 
not to spawn may fail to develop eggs or may produce 
eggs but retain or resorb them (atresia). Spawning omis-
sion has been found to be caused by a variety of factors 
including high or low population density (possibly de-
tected by individuals by pheromones) and temperature 
(Swingle, 1954; Hodder, 1965; Fedorov, 1971; Dahlgren, 
1979; Stacey, 1984; Trippel and Harvey, 1990; Pörtner et 
al., 2001; Stacey and Sorensen, 1991). By far the most 
commonly reported cause of skipped spawning is low 
condition (Hislop et al., 1978; Burton and Idler, 1987; 
Rijnsdorp, 1990; Oganesyan, MS 1993; Maddock and 
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Burton, 1994; Rideout et al., 2000). However, there is 
evidence that the probability of spawning omission at a 
given level of condition may be affected by diet compo-
sition (Rideout et al., 2006; Rideout and Rose, 2006). In 
addition, fish may resorb only some oocytes, rather than 
totally skipping spawning (Hislop et al., 1978; Ma et al., 
1998; Thorsen et al., 2006).

A large and varying proportion of skipped spawning 
fish could obviously result in a poor estimate of RP if not 
taken into account. Where sufficient data exist, estimates 
of skipped spawning can be applied to estimates of RP 
in a similar manner as maturity, sex ratio and fecundity, 
producing an index of RP that is reduced by the propor-
tion failing to spawn. However, data are rarely available 
to produce a time series of RP excluding fish which will 
fail to spawn. Burton (1999) applied a range of estimates 
of the proportion of skipped spawning individuals tak-
en from other populations to the SSB for Pacific hali-
but (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) and North Sea plaice 
(Pleuronectes platessa). She found an improvement in 
the S/R relationship for RP incorporating estimates of 
skipped spawning. Failing to account for the varying 
proportion of skipped spawning fish at length in a group 
of inshore cod, was found to result in the overestima-
tion of egg production by between 8–41% over a period 
of six years (Rideout and Rose, 2006). Estimating the 
number of spawning individuals based on the relation-
ship between condition and the probability of spawning 
gave estimates that indicated a relatively high level of 
spawning omission in each year ranging from 8–30% for 
SubDiv. 3Ps cod (Morgan and Rideout, MS 2005). How-
ever, excluding skipped spawning fish from the SSB did 
not improve the S/R relationship.

Egg and larval viability

Reproductive potential will also be influenced by 
changes in egg and larval viability. There is evidence 
that egg and larval quality (or their correlate egg size) is 
affected by female size and condition, with larger, better 
conditioned females producing higher quality eggs and 
larvae. Egg size may also vary over the spawning sea-
son in fish that spawn multiple batches (Chambers and 
Waiwood, 1996; DeMartini, 1991; Kjesbu et al., 1996; 
Marteinsdottir and Steinarsson, 1998; Rideout et al., 
2005b). There is also some evidence that repeat and/or 
older spawners may produce more viable eggs and lar-
vae than first time spawners (Solemdal et al., MS 1992; 
Kjesbu et al., 1996; Trippel, 1998; Vallin and Nissling, 
2000; Berkeley et al., 2004). 

This is probably the least well studied of the factors 
discussed so far. Problems with conducting experiments 

on large, long lived species, as well as the difficulty in 
collecting information on factors such as fertilization 
and hatching success in the wild have limited the avail-
ability of data on egg and larval quality. Developing 
quantitative measures of egg and larval viability to add 
to the equations of RP is likely to prove difficult. How-
ever, studies generally indicate that a spawning stock 
composed of larger (older) females in better condition 
may have a higher RP through the production of more 
viable eggs and larvae. Deviations of RP from that cal-
culated not taking egg and larval viability into account 
were found to be greater at increased fishing mortality 
(O’Farrell and Botsford, 2006; Scott et al., 2006). Vallin 
and Nissling (2000) found a clear relationship between 
recruitment and egg production by older Baltic cod 
which produce eggs that are more viable because they 
are larger with neutral buoyancy at a lower salinity. Mu-
rawski et al. (2001) included assumptions about egg and 
larval viability as an extension to the standard equations 
used to calculate spawner per recruit (SPR). They then 
used these alternative indices of SPR to estimate fish-
ing mortality reference points. Fcrash was lower when the 
metric of RP was the number of viable larvae produced 
(modelled as a function of egg diameter and length and 
of spawning experience) rather than SSB. Spencer et al. 
(2007) incorporated a decrease in viable larvae with in-
creasing age in the calculation of the F which resulted in 
the conservation of a specific percentage of reproductive 
potential per recruit relative to an unfished population 
for Alaska Pacific ocean perch (Sebastes alutus). They 
found that incorporating larval viability estimates led to 
lower F reference points. These studies indicate that not 
incorporating variation in egg and larval viability can 
lead to over estimation of RP and potentially over esti-
mation of sustainable fishing mortality.

Other Uses of Reproductive Biology in Management 
Advice

The examples given above mainly deal with the 
role of reproductive biology in calculating reproductive 
potential from the results of traditional age structured 
population models. Estimation of reproductive char-
acteristics is also an essential aspect of egg production 
methods. These methods use ichthyoplankton surveys 
to determine annual egg production. To calculate SSB 
from these surveys, good estimates of fecundity, atresia, 
and sex ratio are required (Armstrong et al., 2001; MS 
2007).

While the main role for information on reproduc-
tive biology in fisheries science is probably the provision 
of advice on sustainable levels of F, such information 
can also be used to provide advice on other management 
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measures. For example, spawning areas and times can be 
mapped to provide advice on closed areas and seasons. 
This can apply to fishing but also to other activities such 
as seismic surveying. A variety of human activities can 
have a potential impact on population productivity (e.g. 
Sandström et al., 1995) and so studies on the causes and 
consequences of changes in productivity can provide 
important information for managers in a wide range of 
situations. Information on size at maturity can be used 
to inform minimum landing size regulations. Changes in 
reproductive biology, such as maturity-at-age, have been 
suggested as a means of detecting harm from fisheries, 
perhaps serving as an early warning signal (Trippel, 
1995; Olsen et al., 2005). 

Future Directions

One of the main areas that needs to be addressed in 
the integration of RP into fisheries advice is whether or 
not its incorporation results in an improvement in that 
advice. Much of the research on the RP of commercial 
fish species has been motivated by the poor fit of S/R 
models to the available data. The rationale being that 
SSB is not a good estimate of RP and that, by incorpo-
rating variables which move us closer to viable egg and 
larval production, we will improve these estimates. Yet 
few studies actually test for an improved S/R relation-
ship or improved ability to predict recruitment (for some 
exceptions see Marteinsdottir and Thorarinsson, 1998; 
Murawski et al., 2001; Marshall et al., 2006). One way 
to do this is through cross validation. Each S/R pair is 
omitted in turn, the S/R model refit and the omitted R 
predicted. The index of RP giving the lowest residual 
sums of squares from this procedure should provide 
a better prediction of recruitment. As an illustration, 
Ricker S/R curves were fit to the four indices of RP for 
American plaice described above. It is clear that there 
is not a large difference in the model fit (Fig. 6). The 
Akaike information criteria for the fits are: 9+ biomass 
45.5; SSB 59.1; FSB 53.2; TEP 53.2. The lowest cross 
validation residual sums of squares was actually for 9+ 
biomass. However, SSB, FSB and TEP all predict more 
recent (last 8 years) recruitment better than 9+ biomass. 
This is an important consideration for short or medium 
term projections. Marshall et al. (2006) and Murawski 
et al. (2001) both assessed model fit for various indices 
of RP. Marshall et al. (2006) found that SSB gave better 
model fit (lower residual sums of squares and higher r2) 
than FSB or TEP while Murawski et al. (2001) found 
better model fit (lower residual sums of squares) using 
viable larvae rather than SSB.

Another aspect of ‘performing better’ is how robust 
is the advice generated using different indices of RP and 

how sensitive is it to the different assumptions that are 
incorporated. Is the risk of the stock being outside safe 
limits lower using a particular index of RP? The simula-
tion study by DeOliveira et al. (2006) on constant fe-
cundity versus proxies for fecundity provides a good 
example. Simulations of this type would be very helpful 
in establishing whether more complex indices of RP per-
form better for particular stocks.

The results of such exercises evaluating the per-
formance of different indices of RP will likely indicate 
that the ‘optimum’ index of RP will vary from stock to 
stock. This will depend on the precision and accuracy 
of the various estimates being incorporated. If additional 
biological parameters are poorly estimated some stocks 
may achieve better performance using only constant as-
sumptions about maturity, sex ratios and other reproduc-
tive characteristics.

Another area that requires research is the choice of 
S/R curve. There are a number of standard S/R curves 
that are applied to S/R data in stock assessments (Needle, 
2002). However, often the S/R data do not conform to 
any of these functional shapes. As Needle (2002) points 
out, there has been little change in the S/R methods used 
by the majority of fisheries scientists in 50 years and we 
may benefit from applying non-traditional approaches. 
Using a model that is based on some theoretical relation-
ship between RP and R is perhaps ideal, but using a mod-
el that obviously does not describe the underlying data 
is not going to result in a good prediction of R. There 
should be investigation of alternative functional forms 
and of the use of a variety of non-parametric smoothers 
to describe these data.

Further research should also be conducted into the 
methods used to estimate reproductive characteristics. 
Maturities are usually estimated by either age or size, 
but both factors can affect the maturation process and 
attempts should be made to model maturity as a function 
of both (for example see Korsbrekke, 1999). Another ex-
ample is the proper model to estimate sex ratio. In the 
example used here for American plaice, both cohort and 
age were class variables. This means that every cohort 
has the same estimated age effects. Clearly there could be 
variation in the age effect between cohorts, and alterna-
tive modelling approaches should be investigated. Sam-
pling effects should also be considered. Often sampling 
programs have been established for many years without 
analyses of the appropriate sample size or geographic 
distribution of sampling. New sampling techniques that 
simplify or speed the sampling process, such as recent 
developments in estimating fecundity (Thorsen and 
Kjesbu, 2001; Friedland et al., 2005) or which enhance 
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Fig. 6. 	 Recruits (5 year olds, 106) and four different estimates of Reproductive Potential for Div. 3LNO American plaice. The line 
is a Ricker curve fit to the data.

our ability to accurately sample biological characteris-
tics, should continue to be an area of research. Our abil-
ity to estimate reproductive characteristics is still limited 
in many cases by a lack of data. Efforts should continue 
toward increasing the number of populations/species for 
which adequate data exist to develop improved indices 
of RP.

Many commercial fish stocks are currently in a 
depleted state. They have under gone changes in their 
RP as stock size declined. For those stocks that recover, 
changes in reproductive parameters should be closely 
monitored. The study of Georges Bank herring (Melvin 
and Stephenson, 2006) provides a rare example. If more 
stocks can be studied during rebuilding, it might provide 
useful insight into such issues as timing of changes in 

RP relative to changes in stock abundance and the ability 
of populations to return to pre-collapse values of their 
reproductive characteristics.

Factors determining changes in reproductive biol-
ogy are varied. While many of the causes of change are 
known, often much variability remains to be explained. 
Interactions between forces acting on reproductive in-
vestment are often only generally known and not quan-
titatively described. In addition, individual decisions re-
garding such things as maturation, growth and fecundity 
are inter-related and involve tradeoffs between repro-
duction, growth and survival. These in turn can impact 
mortality and/or be affected by changes in mortality. 
However, while theory exists on how tradeoffs between 
these life history traits are made, there are few studies 
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which have tried to quantify these interactions at a level 
that would be useful for improving our predictions about 
changes in RP. Further empirical and experimental stud-
ies on the factors affecting reproductive characteristics 
and the interactions between them, would be of great 
benefit. In addition, modelling exercises can help to 
shed light on these tradeoffs. Two examples of studies 
attempting to do this are companion papers by Jørgensen 
and colleagues. In these papers, tradeoffs in energy al-
location are examined in a life history context to explore 
optimal decisions regarding growth, maturation, fecun-
dity and skipped spawning for Northeast Arctic cod (Jør-
gensen and Fiksen, 2006; Jørgensen et al., 2006). They 
use dynamic programming to find the optimal solutions 
to these tradeoffs. The models are realistic but complex 
and require a substantial amount of paramaterization. 
The degree of information required for such a modelling 
exercise would be available for very few populations. 
Nonetheless, the approach is an example of integrating 
the many complex tradeoffs involved in life history deci-
sions. Studies which attempt to understand the suite of 
decisions made by individuals faced with sometimes op-
posing forces will be essential in building better predic-
tions of how reproductive biology will respond to natural 
or man made changes.

Conclusion

Reproductive biology is being integrated into advice 
for fisheries management mainly through the production 
of alternative indices of RP. These alternative indices 
can then be used in the same way as more traditional 
measures; in estimates of stock status, setting of limit 
reference points and projections of stock trajectory un-
der different management options. There are many stock 
assessments which already include at least some repro-
ductive biology in the formulation of advice (Marshall 
et al., 2003). A few examples are 3M cod (Murua et al., 
MS 2006), 3LNO American plaice (Dwyer et al., MS 
2005), 3Ps cod (Brattey et al., MS 2005), 3Pn4RS cod 
(Fréchet et al., MS 2005) Georges Bank cod (O’Brien et 
al., 2006), northeast Arctic cod (Anon., MS 2007a) and 
Baltic cod (Anon., MS 2007b). These are assessments 
from NAFO, Canada, the USA and ICES; there are many 
others. 

The examples considered in this paper show clearly 
that alternative indices of RP can lead to different per-
ceptions of productivity, limit reference points and stock 
status. However, it is not always clear which index of RP 
is the best one for a particular population. If there has 
been little variation in reproductive characteristics over 
time, then there will be little difference in the results us-
ing various indices of RP. If reproductive characteristics 

are poorly estimated then simpler indices of RP may per-
form better. To determine which index of RP performs 
best for a particular population the best S/R relationship 
for each index should be used, not simply the same S/R 
function for all as was used here for comparative purpos-
es. In addition, this area would benefit from simulations 
evaluating the performance of different indices of RP in 
maintaining populations within safe biological limits. In 
such evaluations RP specific S/R relationships should 
be used and the reference points should also be derived 
from the RP index being evaluated. There has been little 
work in this area.

The scope for integrating reproductive biology into 
fisheries advice is expanding. There is increased use of 
management strategy evaluation which should be based 
on as realistic a model of population biology as possible. 
Recovery potential evaluation requires good estimates 
of current productivity and how that might change in 
the near future. Studies of reproductive biology are also 
integral to any ecosystem approach to fisheries manage-
ment. Human activities of various kinds can alter popu-
lation productivity and these changes in productivity can 
have effects on all components of the ecosystem. During 
this process of integration of reproductive biology into 
advice for fisheries management, much has been learned 
about the reproductive biology of fishes. There is still 
much to learn. Improving our ability to predict how life 
history decisions will change under differing conditions 
would be a major advance. Further progress in the inte-
gration of reproductive biology into fisheries manage-
ment advice also depends on clearly demonstrating the 
benefits of using the optimum index of RP for a stock in 
estimates of productivity.
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