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Broken barriers: Human-induced
changes to gene flow and
introgression in animals
An examination of the ways in which humans increase genetic exchange among
populations and species and the consequences for biodiversity
Erika Crispo1)!y, Jean-Sébastien Moore2)y, Julie A. Lee-Yaw2), Suzanne M. Gray3) and
Benjamin C. Haller3)
We identify two processes by which humans increase
genetic exchange among groups of individuals: by affecting the distribution of groups and dispersal patterns across
a landscape, and by affecting interbreeding among sympatric or parapatric groups. Each of these processes might
then have two different effects on biodiversity: changes in
the number of taxa through merging or splitting of groups,
and the extinction/extirpation of taxa through effects on fitness. We review the various ways in which humans are
affecting genetic exchange, and highlight the difficulties in
predicting the impacts on biodiversity. Gene flow and
hybridization are crucially important evolutionary forces
influencing biodiversity. Humans alter natural patterns of
genetic exchange in myriad ways, and these anthropogenic effects are likely to influence the genetic integrity
of populations and species. We argue that taking a genecentric view towards conservation will help resolve issues
pertaining to conservation and management.
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Introduction
Biodiversity loss is occurring at a rapid rate due to anthropogenic changes to the natural environment [1, 2]. The impacts
of human activities are seen at all levels of biodiversity, from
the drastic modification of ecosystems to the extinction of
species and the loss of genetic diversity. Mitigation of the
biodiversity crisis requires not only identification of these
losses, but also an understanding of the processes underlying
the links between human activities and their consequences.
In this review, we examine the links between human
activities and changes to patterns of gene flow and introgression among wild animal populations and species. Humans
have the potential to alter natural patterns of these genetic
exchanges in two main ways. First, genetic exchange between
groups of individuals requires that their breeding ranges overlap. Human alterations of the physical landscape and species’
distributions can thus affect gene flow and introgression by
influencing the degree of contact between groups of individuals. Second, genetic exchange relies on successful breeding
among groups of individuals. Thus, humans can also alter
rates of gene flow and introgression through any activity that
affects the integrity of reproductive barriers. Focusing on how
human activities modify geographic distributions and reproductive barriers is necessary to understand how such activities
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How human activities can lead to
increased genetic exchange in animals
Bringing previously isolated groups into contact
In order for genetic exchange to occur among groups of
spatially separated individuals, dispersal (Box 1) must first

Box 1
Glossary
Adaptive genetic divergence: Genetic differences
among populations occupying different environments or
niches, and entailing a fitness advantage to individuals in
their native environment or niche (see Box 3).
Biodiversity: Used here to refer to diversity in species and
genes in nature.
Dispersal: The movement of individuals, seeds, or gametes among geographically separated populations.
Gene flow: The movement of alleles (genetic exchange)
among populations as the result of successful mating
between individuals from different populations.
Genomic extinction: The loss of unique combinations of
genes or alleles characteristic of groups of individuals (i.e.
species or populations).
Hybridization: Reproduction involving two individuals of
different species.
Introgression: Genetic exchange that occurs between
species (rather than between populations of a single
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occur. It follows that anything that influences the movement
of individuals or gametes among breeding sites has the potential to impact genetic exchange. Several human activities,
highlighted below, have directly or indirectly altered patterns
of contact between populations within and among species.
Habitat alteration
Some of the biggest impacts of humans on natural patterns of
population connectivity stem from alterations to the physical
landscape. Dispersal, upon which gene flow depends, is
greatly influenced by the landscape, and thus alterations to
the landscape can drastically affect levels of gene flow among
populations. For instance, it is well established that the geographical (Euclidean) distance between suitable habitat
patches affects the number of individuals moving between
them [8]. Specifically, populations in habitat patches that are
close together (relative to the dispersal capabilities of a focal
species) exchange more individuals than populations in
habitat patches that are further apart. The conversion of
habitat for human use alters the average physical distance
among populations [9]. The consequences of such changes for
gene flow are often species specific [10, 11]. For example, while
the conversion of forest to agricultural fields eliminates populations and increases the average distance between populations for forest species, such conversion adds habitat and
potentially allows for the establishment of new populations
for species that are human commensals or that thrive in open
field habitats [12, 13]. Therefore, human modification of landscapes can contribute to colonization and thus increased
potential for gene flow for some species [14].
In addition to the physical arrangement of habitats, the
extent to which populations exchange individuals depends on
a number of species-specific responses to the landscape.

species). Introgression occurs when hybridization leads
to the creation of fertile offspring, which can then backcross with one or both parental species.
Invasion: The establishment of introduced individuals in
a new geographic locality, usually with negative consequences for native taxa.
Migration load: The reduction in mean fitness of a population due to the introduction of maladaptive alleles
through gene flow from other populations.
Migrational meltdown: The reduction in size or growth
rate, potentially leading to extirpation, of a population
experiencing migration load.
Population: Used here to refer to groups of individuals
having at least partially divergent gene pools, whether in
allopatry, parapatry, or sympatry.
Reproductive isolation: Barriers to mating and genetic
exchange among groups of individuals.
Transgressive segregation: The production, in
hybrids, of phenotypes that are extreme relative to
the range of phenotypes observed in either parental
group.
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disrupt both the fitness and the genetic integrity of populations and species.
Several reviews have touched upon the large body of
literature documenting decreases in population connectivity
as a consequence of anthropogenic habitat fragmentation or
alteration [3–5]. The implications of such fragmentation for
biodiversity are usually negative because population isolation
leads to a loss of genetic diversity and an increased likelihood
of extinction [6, 7]. Also of interest, however, are the cases in
which human activities increase genetic exchange between
populations (gene flow; Box 1) and distinct taxa (introgression; Box 1). Thus, while acknowledging the many studies
that document decreased gene flow due to human activities,
we dedicate most of this review to a discussion of human
activities that may increase gene flow and only briefly mention
situations in which genetic exchange is reduced. The first
section of this review discusses various ways in which human
activities increase genetic exchange among populations and
species either through increased contact between formerly
allopatric/parapatric taxa or by contributing to the breakdown
of reproductive barriers. In the second section, we discuss the
potential implications of increased genetic exchange for biodiversity (Fig. 1). In the third section, we outline ways in which
future studies can make use of genetic tools to advance our
understanding of human impacts on gene flow and introgression.
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Figure 1. Flow diagram summarizing the potential consequences of
increased genetic exchange. The black underlines examples in which
gene flow affects the number of taxa, and the grey underlines
examples in which gene flow affects the fitness of populations.
Dotted lines show cases in which gene flow has negative consequences for biodiversity, while the continuous lines show cases in
which gene flow has positive consequences for biodiversity.

species which thrives in disturbed areas, if increased gene
flow eventually leads to improved population fitness (see
‘‘Consequences of increasing genetic exchange’’ below),
human-augmented gene flow may increase the invasiveness
of the species.
Climate change

Dispersal is influenced by the behaviour of individuals [15, 16],
the dispersal capabilities of species [17, 18], and the probability of survival [19] in different habitats [20, 21]. Responses
are readily observed when habitats are modified. Roads, for
example, serve as a strong barrier to gene flow for many
species that are either sensitive to gaps [22] or that suffer high
mortality during road-crossing attempts [5]. However, the
disturbed habitat associated with roads can provide resources
and serve as corridors for some species, potentially increasing
the rate of encounter between groups of individuals that
would otherwise not be connected. For instance, roadside
ditches are thought to provide ideal landing sites for fertilized
female western harvest ants following the nuptial flight [23].
Similarly, invasive cane toads in Australia use roads as corridors [24, 25], possibly because of the decreased physical
resistance to movement offered by these structurally simple
surfaces [24]. In both cases, the role of roads in promoting
range expansion has been highlighted, but it is not difficult to
envision how roads may similarly increase contact between
discrete populations.
Ultimately, then, while landscape change is expected to
lead to greater population isolation for most species, some
species may actually experience increased gene flow between
populations as a result of human modifications of the landscape. These species are generally expected to be those that
have close associations with humans or that thrive in disturbed habitats [26]. To anticipate the downstream consequences of increased gene flow in such species, it is
necessary to consider the impact of these species on ecosystems, and the interaction between this impact and the level
of gene flow. For instance, in the case of an invasive
510

In addition to direct modification of the landscape, many
human activities have indirect impacts on species’ distributions. Of particular concern is the response of biodiversity
to climate change. While climate change may cause a myriad
of ecological and evolutionary responses, we focus on the
shifting of ranges to track changing temperatures [27].
Species’ ranges may shift as a consequence of dispersers
having increased establishment success in previously unsuitable habitats as climatic conditions change. In other cases,
individuals may actively seek out environmental conditions to
which they are adapted (e.g. habitat matching [15, 28]). In
addition to natural range changes, the potential extinction of
less mobile taxa has led some managers to propose the translocation of individuals of threatened taxa to new locations
where environmental conditions are expected to be more
suitable for survival (i.e. assisted colonisation or managed
relocation [29, 30]). Whether taxa move to new areas on their
own or are intentionally introduced through assisted
migration, range changes as a result of climate change fundamentally result in the introduction of species into places
where they were previously absent [31].
Both latitudinal and altitudinal shifts in species’ ranges are
expected under climate change models [27, 32, 33]. One of the
potential outcomes of taxa reshuffling may be contact between
formerly allopatric species, creating the potential for hybridization (Box 1). A contemporary example of hybridization
following range expansion is that of grizzly (Ursus arctos)
and polar bears (Ursus maritimus) [34]. At least two cases of
hybridization between grizzly and polar bears have been
documented following the northward expansion of the grizzly
bear’s range [34, 35]. Similarly, range shifts in two species of
flying squirrels (Glaucomys sabrinus and Glaucomys volans) as
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Direct introductions
Humans additionally alter contact among taxa through the
direct movement of individuals between locations. Both accidental and intentional introductions have been demonstrated

Box 2
Are formerly allopatric taxa at increased risk of
hybridization?
Reinforcement is a process by which pre-zygotic barriers
to reproduction evolve as a consequence of selection
against maladaptive interspecific matings when ranges
overlap. Because natural selection does not have the
opportunity to select against such matings when taxa
are allopatric, the theory of reinforcement predicts that
the strength of pre-zygotic isolation will be greater in sympatry than in allopatry. While support for this idea has
waxed and waned over the years [61], a large body of
theory and a number of empirical studies now suggests
that reinforcement is a fairly common process [107].
Many of the human activities described here put
formerly allopatric taxa in contact. If reinforcement is a
common evolutionary process, we would expect those
taxa to be at increased risk of hybridization compared
to taxa that are naturally sympatric. One possible example
is the case of hybridization between the native westslope
cutthroat trout (Oncorhyncus clarki lewisi, WCT) and
introduced rainbow trout (O. mykiss, RBT) [108]. In many
areas where RBT were artificially introduced, populations
of WCT are threatened with genomic extinction through
introgressive hybridization with RBT. However, in the few
areas where WCT and RBT are naturally sympatric, the two
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to have a variety of evolutionary impacts on native taxa [38–41],
one of which is invasion-mediated hybridization leading to
genetic exchange between native and introduced taxa [42, 43].
Invasion-mediated hybridization between native and
introduced species has been widely studied [42]. Examples
in animals come from a variety of taxa: insects [44], crustaceans [45], fish [46, 47], amphibians [48], birds [49, 50], and
mammals [51, 52]. Invasions can be a particularly potent force
increasing genetic exchange between closely related, but formerly allopatric, taxa in particular. Formerly allopatric taxa
may lack pre-zygotic barriers to reproduction because
reinforcement would not have had the opportunity to evolve
(Box 2).
While introductions are an important cause of increased
gene exchange, increased genetic exchange can in turn
contribute to the fitness of the introduced taxa [53]. For
example, the introduced barred tiger salamander (Ambystoma
mavortium) readily hybridizes with the native California tiger
salamander (Ambystoma californiense), and individuals of
mixed ancestry exhibit increased fitness, likely contributing
to the success of the invasion [48].
Invasions are generally thought to be the movement of a
non-native species into a new region. However, humans also
introduce individuals from populations with non-native genotypes into local populations within species. Human-mediated introductions of non-native genotypes, sometimes
referred to as cryptic invasions [54, 55], could be common
but have received little attention. The majority of examples

species appear to segregate spatially and temporally, thus
limiting interspecific matings. Furthermore, an additional
sub-species of cutthroat trout (coastal cutthroat trout;
O. clarki clarki) is naturally sympatric with RBT throughout
most of its range, and the two species appear to coexist
with limited hybridization (see [108] for references).
Evidence of selection against hybrids in areas of natural
sympatry between CCT and RBT exists and provides one
of the necessary conditions for reinforcement [61],
although whether existing pre-zygotic isolation reflects
reinforcement requires further investigation.
Mechanisms other than reinforcement are expected to
lead to patterns where reproductive isolation is stronger in
sympatry than in allopatry (for example, isolation can be a
simple by-product of ecological character displacement).
Testing for a role of reinforcement in cases such as the
trout example would seem useful to gain a better understanding of the mechanisms that promote human-induced
hybridization. Such tests typically involve mate preference
trials. Reinforcement theory predicts that populations of
females that evolve in sympatry with heterospecific males
will show more discrimination than populations of females
that evolve in allopatry. Further, males should discriminate
less than females because the fitness costs associated
with mating with the wrong species is higher for females
[61]. Such differences in behaviour between sexes are not
expected if stronger pre-zygotic isolation in sympatry was
a by-product of ecological character displacement.
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a result of climate change have increased the amount of
overlap between these two species, and genetic analysis
has confirmed that hybridization occurs between these species
[36].
While it is difficult to predict the outcome of new species
interactions, it seems intuitive that genetic exchange among
closely related lineages could be common. Examining the
outcome of contact between lineages that colonised previously glaciated areas supports this prediction. For example,
species of hare (Lepus spp.) experienced periods of range
expansion and contraction in the Iberian Peninsula and
Eurasia during the Pleistocene as temperatures alternately
warmed and cooled. Three species currently from Iberia were
found to have mitochondrial haplotypes characteristic of a
fourth hare species (Lepus timidus) that is currently restricted
to boreal and Arctic regions [37]. Genetic data thus indicate
that the ranges of these species at one time overlapped, leading to gene introgression. Given these results, and given that
climate change is currently occurring at a faster rate than has
been documented historically, anthropogenic climate change
may have important consequences for the genetic integrity of
populations and species.

E. Crispo et al.
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come from the plant literature (e.g. [55, 56]), but a few
examples have been documented in animals. An example
of a cryptic invasion is that of the ascidian (Clavelina
lepadiformis), which occurred when ship hull transport
resulted in the introduction of individuals from the Atlantic
clade into the range of the well-differentiated Mediterranean
clade [57].
Another threat to the genomic integrity of native species
comes from interbreeding with domesticated taxa that
have been artificially selected to perform in environmental
conditions that are different from those faced by their
wild relatives [58]. Interbreeding between native and domesticated taxa is common, with high-profile examples from
domesticated birds and mammals [59], as well as cases of
domesticated salmonids escaping from fish farms and interbreeding with declining wild stocks [58, 60]. While the process
of interbreeding between native and domestic taxa shares
many features with introgression from invasive taxa (e.g.
introduction of locally maladaptive alleles), some features
of domesticated taxa can make such introgression particularly
detrimental. For instance, the often extremely low genetic
diversity of domestic populations could lead to a reduction
in the genetic diversity of wild populations. Artificial selection
in domestic animals also selects for traits that may be malad-

Box 3
Interactions between gene flow and adaptation
Gene flow is the movement of genes between populations (Box 1) [109, 110]. If populations are geographically separated, gene flow first requires the dispersal of
individuals, seeds, or gametes between the populations.
If populations are not separated, such dispersal is not
necessary. In either geographical scenario, gene flow is
here defined as occurring if mating takes place between
individuals of the two populations and if the hybrid
offspring successfully backcross into a parental population, although some definitions do not require these
steps [111].
The term ‘‘adaptive genetic divergence’’ refers to
genetic differences between populations that arise from
differential selective pressures between environments
[112] or disruptive selection within a single environment
[89]. Gene flow is often seen as opposing this process
of adaptation, since it introduces alleles suitable to
opposing environmental conditions (e.g. maladaptive
to the environment in question) into a population [81].
However, gene flow can also promote adaptive divergence in some cases (see ‘‘Consequences of increasing
genetic exchange’’) and so its net effect may depend
upon many factors [88, 110]. There is some evidence that
gene flow may be less important in constraining adaptive
divergence than is often supposed [113], perhaps
because gene flow may be more limited than expected
in many situations and may thus often be overridden by
the selective regime [114].
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aptive in the wild or only adaptive in human-modified
environments. Genetic exchange with domestic animals
may thus lead to outbreeding depression or reduced local
adaptation in the wild (Box 3).
Disrupting reproductive barriers
Barriers to reproduction prevent interbreeding among groups
of individuals whose ranges overlap. Several types of isolating
barriers are involved in the evolution and maintenance of
biodiversity [61]. We review two barriers that are influenced
by human activities. First, behavioural, pre-mating isolating
barriers can be affected by changes in the sensory environment that influence mate recognition or preference. Second,
ecologically dependent post-zygotic isolating barriers can be
affected by changes in the selective environment that influence the fitness of hybrids.
Changing the sensory environment
In animals, the sensory scene is the environmental interface
for communication amongst individuals [62]. The sensory
scene is therefore crucial in the finding and choosing of mates.
The sensory environment experienced by organisms can be
altered by humans in many ways. For example, urban and
underwater noise masks auditory signals [63–66], pollutants
in the air and water alter transmission (and potentially reception) of chemical signals [67], electrical noise (e.g. from hydroelectric dams or power lines) might inhibit electrosensory
communication [68], and turbidity alters the intensity and
colour of light underwater, interfering with visual signals
[69, 70]. Such alteration of the sensory environment can cause
increased genetic exchange among taxa that have not built up
other forms of reproductive isolation (Box 1), resulting in a loss
of biodiversity.
A now classic example of habitat degradation leading to
the loss of biodiversity through hybridization is the reverse
speciation of Lake Victoria (East Africa) haplochromine cichlid
fishes through a breakdown of pre-mating isolating barriers
[71, 72]. Reproductive isolation between sympatric cichlid
species in Lake Victoria is driven by mate choice based largely
on male nuptial colouration. Lake Victoria has suffered drastic
environmental changes over the last 100 years [73], leading to
increased eutrophication and turbidity that has decreased and
altered the spectrum of available light underwater [70, 74].
Laboratory experiments showed that females prefer conspecifics over heterospecifics under broad spectrum illumination,
but that preference is lost when the illumination is manipulated to mimic the effects of turbidity [71].
On the other hand, if animals respond to degradation of
the sensory environment by altering their signals (changing
amplitude or spectrum, or using a different sensory modality),
it could lead to a reduction in genetic exchange between
populations in disturbed versus undisturbed environments.
For example, urban environments are noisy, especially in the
low-frequency end of the sound spectrum, which is the preferred frequency range of many bird species [75]. In response,
some bird species have altered the frequency and pitch of their
songs in order to be heard above the urban cacophony (e.g.
Great Tits, Parus major [75]; European Blackbirds, Turdus
Bioessays 33: 508–518,! 2011 WILEY Periodicals, Inc.
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Altering patterns of natural selection
Divergent populations or species have often evolved to fill
different ecological niches. In many cases, hybrid individuals
exhibit intermediate phenotypes and suffer reduced fitness
relative to parental types, thus contributing to the maintenance of distinct taxa. However, the alteration of habitats may
change the niche space, thereby influencing reproductive
isolation through altered selection against hybrids (a type
of post-zygotic isolation).
Studies on the effects of human activities on post-zygotic
isolating mechanisms are scarce. While several studies document the collapse of incipient species, these usually concern a
breakdown in pre-mating barriers (see above). A potential
example of human activities reducing post-zygotic isolation
comes from Darwin’s finches on the Galápagos Islands. Beak
size bimodality occurs in many populations of the Medium
Ground Finch (Geospiza fortis), with larger-beaked individuals
adapted for feeding on harder seeds and smaller-beaked
individuals adapted for feeding on softer seeds [77]. In a
population located near a large human settlement, however,
bimodality has decreased over time [78]. A possible reason for
the observed loss of beak size bimodality is human-augmented
food availability for the birds, such that all individuals are able
to easily acquire food regardless of beak size. This change in
the distribution of resources eliminates selection against individuals with intermediate beak phenotypes and thus may be
contributing to the breakdown of post-zygotic isolation
between large and small beaked birds in this area [78]. This
example supports theoretical models highlighting the ease
with which post-zygotic barriers can be interrupted [72],
and demonstrates how anthropogenic alterations of genetic
exchange can contribute to the loss of taxa or at least of
phenotypic diversity.

Bioessays 33: 508–518,! 2011 WILEY Periodicals, Inc.

Consequences of increasing genetic
exchange for biodiversity
The potential impacts of human activities on gene flow and
introgression are varied. The great majority of the literature
focuses on situations in which genetic exchange between
groups is reduced. In the present review, we have highlighted
the flip side of the coin: the potential for human activities to
increase gene flow. The consequences of this side of the story
for biodiversity are difficult to predict. We identify two ways in
which human-induced increases in genetic exchange can have
direct consequences on biodiversity. First, increased rates of
genetic exchange can impact the fitness of populations and
species and can therefore influence their persistence. Second,
as alluded to above, increased genetic exchange can result in
the loss or creation of entire taxa (Fig. 1).
Population fitness can be affected negatively and positively by gene flow. Negative effects occur when gene flow
between locally adapted populations results in decreased
adaptation due to the introduction of locally maladaptive
alleles and the swamping out of locally beneficial alleles, a
consequence referred to as migration load [79] (Box 1, Box 3,
Fig. 1). Theory suggests that if the migration load on a population is strong enough, the reduction in fitness can lead to
reduced population growth and eventually to the extirpation
of the population, a process referred to as migrational meltdown [80] (Box 1). Gene flow between locally adapted populations can also lead to outbreeding depression when adaptive
combinations of alleles (i.e. co-adapted gene complexes) get
broken down [81] or when genetically incompatible alleles are
recombined into the same genome [82]. The last two effects
may be particularly difficult to detect because they often are
only expressed after the second (or subsequent) generation of
interbreeding after the two parental genomes recombine [82].
Positive effects of gene flow on population fitness can
include the rescue of small populations from the loss of
genetic diversity due to drift [83, 84] and from the perils of
inbreeding [85, 86] (Fig. 1). Gene flow also allows the exchange
of beneficial mutations among gene pools [87]. These effects
promote biodiversity by preventing extinction and increasing
genetic variation upon which natural selection, and thus the
response to environmental change, is dependent. Such
positive effects are expected when gene flow between populations is moderate [88]. However, the effects of gene flow on
fitness are poorly understood, and the relative importance of
positive and negative effects in nature remains an open question [88, 89].
In addition to affecting population fitness, gene flow or
introgression between species can lead to the extinction or
creation of entire species. A common outcome of hybridization
is the creation of hybrid swarms in which unique combinations of alleles in the parental genomes are lost as genomes
get mixed, an outcome called genomic extinction [90] (Box 1,
Fig. 1). The creation of hybrid swarms is facilitated when there
are no mating barriers in place and no selection against
hybrids. The many examples of genomic extinctions following
hybridization with invasive species serve as an example of this
process [42] as does the classic case of the Lake Victoria
cichlids discussed above.
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merula [76]). Individuals with altered songs may no longer be
recognized as potential mates by individuals outside of urban
areas where songs remain unchanged, possibly leading to the
genetic isolation of urban birds, although this remains to be
tested explicitly.
Whether sensory scene degradation increases or decreases
genetic exchange might be a matter of scale (e.g. within vs.
between habitats, respectively). For example, if habitat degradation homogenizes an environment [72], or reduces the spectrum of available signalling space within an environment [68],
we might expect a weakening of mate preferences and a
breakdown of reproductive isolating barriers within the
degraded habitat. At larger scales, however, between-habitat
variation may lead to reduced gene flow. Most studied cases of
sensory scene alteration have focused on within-habitat
degradation and thus support the former effect [68].
However, as for any situation where gene flow is reduced,
the latter scenario may also represent an important challenge
for some populations and species. In both cases, the consequences for biodiversity remain unclear and future studies
are needed to examine the fate of hybrids when sensory
scene alteration leads to the breakdown of barriers, and of
populations when it leads to the isolation of groups of
individuals.
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Indeed, hybrids may contain beneficial combinations of
alleles previously isolated in the parental genomes [87, 92],
making them better suited to occupy the geographic range of
one or both parental species. Alternatively, hybrid taxa can fill
niches that were not previously used by the native genotypes
(e.g. the bounded-hybrid superiority model [93]). For instance,
hybridization can result in transgressive segregation [94, 95],
the creation of extreme phenotypes outside the phenotypic
limits observed in both parental species (Box 1, Fig. 1). Such
extreme phenotypes may be able to colonize areas previously
unoccupied by either parental species. For instance, the sculpin Cottus gobio was absent from the lower reaches of the
Rhine River until approximately 20 years ago. Sculpins have
recently expanded their range into this previously sculpin-free
habitat, and the sculpins inhabiting those new habitats have
been shown to be hybrids between two isolated ancestral
lineages. This population expansion is thought to have been
facilitated by transgressive segregation, in which the hybrids
have increased numbers of spine-like scales on their body and
a body shape outside the phenotypic limits of either parental
species (Fig. 2).
Hybrid swarms leading to genomic extinctions are likely to
be a more common outcome of human-induced hybridization
than hybrid speciation. As transgressive segregation and
hybrid fitness occur under relatively few genetic and environmental conditions, only a fraction of hybridization events will
lead to the creation of distinct hybrid taxa that are reproductively isolated from the parental taxa [96]. In contrast, all
hybridization events that generate fertile hybrids have the
potential to create hybrid swarms (unless there is strong
selection against those hybrids) and thus it is easier for hybridization to result in the formation of hybrid swarms than to
result in the generation of hybrid species.

Genetic tools for conservation:
Future directions
Figure 2. An example of transgressive segregation leading to
increased invasiveness. The Scheldt and the Rhine sculpins are two
lineages of Cottus gobio that have been isolated for up to 1 Myr.
Hybridization, potentially anthropogenic, between the two lineages
has led to the creation of a new hybrid taxon that was subsequently
able to colonize stretches of the Rhine River previously free of sculpins. A: The five prickling categories used to determine the phenotype of sculpins. B: Bubble plots showing the frequency of the five
prickling categories among the two parental groups and the hybrid
taxa. Note that hybrid sculpins tend to have more prickles than
either of the parental taxa. C: Results of a canonical variates analysis
(CVA) of sculpin body shape using geometric morphometric
methods. The hybrid sculpins (open circles) exhibit morphology that
is distinct from, rather than intermediate to, the two parental lineages
(black triangles ¼ Scheldt sculpins; filled circles ¼ Rhine sculpins).
Modified from [115] and reprinted with permission of the Royal Society.

As alluded to earlier, human-mediated hybridization can also
lead to the generation of new hybrid taxa [91]. Such taxa may
be reproductively isolated from the parental species, or may
interbreed freely but be maintained by natural selection.
514

Thus far, we have reviewed several ways in which human
activities alter natural patterns of gene flow and introgression
and the consequences these alterations could have on biodiversity. In this section, we highlight new genetic methods
that allow investigation of the processes underlying some of
these consequences.
First, genetic markers can help us understand the extent to
which different types of habitat impede or facilitate gene flow
and how human activities disrupt natural patterns of population connectivity. The burgeoning field of landscape
genetics [3, 97, 98], and associated methodologies, represents
one of the most promising developments towards this goal.
Investigators in this field combine molecular markers and
geographical information systems (GIS) data to test hypotheses regarding the relationship between gene flow and landscape heterogeneity. Such tests have the potential to reveal
important factors that govern the effects of habitat change on
population connectivity. One example describes population
connectivity in response to natural fire disturbance and
anthropogenic tree harvesting in the Rocky Mountain tailed
frog (Ascaphus montanus). Despite the similarities between
natural and anthropogenic disturbance (i.e. the removal of
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trees), frogs were able to maintain high levels of population
connectivity across previously burned areas [99], whereas
timber harvesting restricted gene flow to stream corridors
[99]. The authors attributed this difference to variation in
the availability of woody debris, which facilitates amphibian
dispersal and is often removed under current timber harvesting
practices. The study thus highlights how genetic tools, combined with other data, can suggest changes to existing practices
that might mitigate some impacts of human activities.
Second, genetic studies can reveal the extent of progress
towards genomic extinction in cases when human activities
lead to introgression between taxa. The conservation value of
hybrid taxa is a contentious topic; when at-risk species hybridize with non-endangered species, it is unclear how much
admixture should be tolerated before considering the resulting
hybrids unworthy of conservation efforts [100]. We echo the call
of Petit [54] in proposing a shift toward a more gene-centric
approach to the study of human-mediated introgression.
Currently, homogeneity at a few neutral molecular
markers is used as a criterion to determine whether genomic
extinction has occurred [100]. However, neutral markers are
expected to flow freely between hybridizing taxa, unless they
are closely linked to selected alleles [101, 102]. In contrast,
areas of the genome under divergent selection may remain
differentiated, such that populations currently deemed hybrid
swarms may in fact maintain critical adaptive differences. The
current use of molecular markers to designate taxa does not
recognize the potential for hybrid individuals to be repositories of these valuable differences.
A gene-centric approach, in contrast, would make use of
genome scans and related methods to survey the genome with
hundreds of markers [103]. In this way, regions of the genome
under selection between habitats can be identified (Fig. 3). The
number, size, or ecological importance of the alleles harboured in such regions of elevated divergence would constitute a better criterion for determining the appropriate
conservation status of an introgressed population than homogeneity at a few neutral markers. Genome scans are now
commonly performed in non-model organisms and evidence
suggests that natural selection does maintain some islands of
genomic divergence in naturally occurring hybrids [90]. More
research is needed to explore whether similar genomic signatures persist in the case of human-induced hybridization
events.
Another interesting question that can be answered using a
more gene-centric approach to human-mediated genetic
exchange regards the direction of genetic transfer between
native and invading taxa. It has been suggested that genes
under selection are more likely to move from the native species
to the invading species [104], a tendency that has been called
inheritance from the rare species [105]. A review of empirical
studies identified introgression from the native to the invading
genome in 82% of examined cases, and genomic extinction
was common [106]. If this tendency is indeed as common as
that evidence suggests, native species may maintain their
genomic integrity in the face of hybridization more often than
currently believed. Regardless, appraisal of the direction of
genetic transfer may save scarce conservation resources in
cases in which the native gene pool is not threatened
(although this does not negate the other detrimental ecologi-
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Figure 3. Two examples of genome scans. A: The use of amplified
fragment length polymorphism to show heterogeneous genome
differentiation between two ecotypes of the leaf beetle Neochlamisus
bebbianae with different host plants (willow and maple). Gene flow
causes homogeneity throughout most of the genome, but natural
selection maintains significant amounts of differentiation at several
loci. The black line shows the maximum level of genetic divergence
expected under neutrality, determined using simulations. The loci
that fall above this threshold are inferred to be under divergent selection. Modified from [116] and reprinted with permission from the
Society for the Study of Evolution. The drawing of the beetle is courtesy of Christopher Brown. B: A fine-scale analysis of differentiation
along a portion of the right arm of chromosome 2 for two incipient
species of the mosquito Anopheles gambiae. In this case, the
authors followed up on a previous genome scan study by sequencing loci that were identified as outliers [117]. Natural selection maintained differentiation in only a narrow portion of the genome (shown
by the grey area). Modified from [117] and reprinted with permission
from the Society of Molecular Biology and Evolution. The mosquito
drawing is a royalty-free image from iStockphoto.

cal consequences of invaders, and that eradication may still be
necessary even if introgression into native taxa appears
unlikely). Taking a more gene-centric view of hybridization
may thus help resolve current conservation and management
dilemmas regarding the status of introgressed populations.

Conclusion
Human activities have a variety of demonstrated effects on
natural patterns of genetic exchange between populations and
species, including cases of increased genetic exchange.
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Previous studies have clearly shown that increased genetic
exchange can lead to genomic extinction through the formation of a hybrid swarm, or alternatively, that it can lead
to the creation of new taxa through hybrid speciation.
Examples of genomic extinction following anthropogenic
hybridization appear more common than examples of hybrid
speciation, and it could thus be concluded that genomic
extinction is a more likely end result of hybridization (barring
any publication bias). In comparison, there has been little
empirical work regarding the effects of changes in fitness
resulting from gene flow. We are still mostly unable to predict
changes in fitness following a given increase or decrease in
genetic exchange, and we are even further from an empirical
understanding of how such a change in fitness would influence population persistence. It is our opinion that such effects
will tend to be species-specific and truly general predictability
will remain elusive. Despite this, the field would greatly
benefit from more empirical data from a variety of taxa,
documenting the causal chain beginning with human alterations to the environment, through changes to the rate of gene
flow and introgression, on to the resulting effects on hybridization and population fitness, and ending in outcomes such
as genomic extinction, hybrid speciation, and changes to
population persistence. This empirical work will be aided
by the use of new molecular tools that will allow a much more
in-depth understanding of the underlying processes affected
by anthropogenic changes to gene flow.
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