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Introduction to Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity

The Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity index is a fundamental and widely utilized measure in quantitative

ecology. It serves to quantify the compositional difference, or dissimilarity, between two distinct

biological sites or communities based on the relative abundance of the species they contain. This

index provides researchers with a robust and transparent method for comparing environments,

offering a numerical value that clearly represents how divergent two communities are in terms of

their shared and unique biological constituents. It is an indispensable tool for analyzing biodiversity

and community structure across various habitats.

A key advantage of the Bray-Curtis index over many other dissimilarity metrics is its sensitivity to

differences in species abundance, rather than merely relying on presence or absence data. This

characteristic makes it exceptionally suitable for studies where the relative quantity of organisms

matters, such as in microbial community analyses or large-scale botanical surveys. By focusing on

abundance, the index allows for a much more nuanced understanding of community structure,

revealing subtle shifts in population dynamics that might be missed by simpler binary metrics. This

sensitivity ensures that the results accurately reflect changes across different locations or periods.

This comprehensive guide is structured to provide a deep dive into the practical application of this

metric. We will systematically explore the mathematical foundations of Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity,

provide a detailed, step-by-step manual calculation to solidify understanding, and most importantly,

demonstrate how to efficiently compute this vital metric using the powerful statistical programming

language R. By the conclusion of this tutorial, you will possess a complete grasp of its calculation,

interpretation, and implementation.

Deconstructing the Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity Formula

The calculation of Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity relies on a mathematically elegant and intuitive formula.

The index compares the amount of shared biological material (abundance) between two sites

against the total abundance found across both sites combined. Understanding the structure of this

formula is essential for correctly interpreting the resulting dissimilarity values. The mathematical

expression for the index ($BC_{ij}$) between site $i$ and site $j$ is defined as:

BCij = 1 - (2 * Cij) / (Si + Sj)

To ensure a thorough comprehension of how this index functions, let us meticulously clarify the

role of each variable within the equation:

Cij: This critical term represents the sum of the minimum abundances shared by site $i$ and site

$j$ for every single species. For example, if a specific species has an abundance of 10 at site $i$

and 7 at site $j$, the contribution to $C_{ij}$ from that species would be the lesser value, which is

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bray%E2%80%93Curtis_dissimilarity
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7. This process involves finding the minimum count for each species across the two sites and then

aggregating these minimums.

Si: This denotes the total aggregated abundance of all species counted exclusively at site $i$. It is

calculated by summing the counts of every individual specimen or organism found within that

specific site boundary.

Sj: Similarly, this represents the grand total abundance of all species counted across site $j$. It is

the absolute sum of all individual species counts found within the second comparative site.

The structure of the formula essentially calculates the ratio of shared abundance (represented by

$2 cdot C_{ij}$) to the overall combined total abundance ($S_{i} + S_{j}$). By subtracting this ratio

from 1, we obtain the dissimilarity score. Therefore, if the two sites share a high proportion of their

total abundance (meaning $C_{ij}$ is large relative to $S_{i} + S_{j}$), the ratio is close to 1,

resulting in a dissimilarity score near 0. Conversely, if there is little shared abundance, the resulting

index value approaches 1, indicating high ecological difference.

Interpreting the Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity Index

The Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity index is highly valued for its straightforward and bounded range of

values, which consistently falls between 0 and 1. This standardized scale provides an immediate

and intuitive measure of the ecological difference between any two communities, simplifying

comparative analysis across diverse research projects.

A value of 0 indicates perfect similarity, signifying that the two studied sites are compositionally

identical. This occurs when both sites share the exact same set of species, and crucially, the

relative abundance of each species is also precisely the same. Achieving a value of zero implies

that the ecological conditions and processes driving community assembly are virtually

indistinguishable between the two locations.

Conversely, a value of 1 denotes complete dissimilarity. This extreme result arises when the two

communities share absolutely no common species. Every species present in the first site is absent

from the second, and vice versa. A score of 1 typically suggests vastly different environmental

pressures, historical factors, or geographical barriers separating the two communities.

Intermediate values, such as 0.25, 0.50, or 0.80, represent varying degrees of overlap and

difference. A score closer to 0 implies substantial similarity in both species composition and their

proportional abundances, suggesting a high degree of ecological overlap. A score nearer to 1

suggests minimal overlap and significant divergence in community structure. This continuous

metric allows researchers to perform fine-grained comparisons, enabling the identification of subtle

ecological shifts or pronounced divergences in response to environmental gradients or

disturbances.

https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=7224
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Illustrative Manual Calculation Example

To effectively internalize the principles of the Bray-Curtis calculation, we will now execute a

practical example. Consider a hypothetical scenario where an ecologist is comparing the plant

species composition across two spatially distinct study sites. The ecologist meticulously counts the

abundance of five unique plant species (A, B, C, D, and E) at each location. The collected raw data

is systematically organized and presented in the following table:

Using this compiled dataset, our goal is to systematically compute the Bray-Curtis dissimilarity

index. This requires us to first calculate the three necessary components for the formula: $C_{ij}$

(sum of minimum shared abundances), $S_{i}$ (total abundance for Site 1), and $S_{j}$ (total

abundance for Site 2).

As clearly demonstrated in the detailed calculations above, $C_{ij}$ is derived by summing the

minimum counts observed for each species across the two sites. For example, Species A

contributes $min(4, 3) = 3$ to the sum, and Species B contributes $min(0, 6) = 0$. Summing these

minimums yields $C_{ij} = 15$. The total abundances for the individual sites are $S_{i} = 21$ and

$S_{j} = 24$. With these values established, we can now substitute them directly into the Bray-

Curtis formula:

BCij = 1 - (2 * Cij) / (Si + Sj)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Species
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=7224
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BCij = 1 - (2 * 15) / (21 + 24)

BCij = 1 - 30 / 45

BCij = 1 - 0.666666...

BCij = 0.333333...

The final calculated Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity between the two ecological sites is approximately

0.33. This result indicates a moderate degree of compositional difference. While the sites share a

significant portion of their total abundance, the score suggests that there are substantial and

measurable differences in the relative proportions and presence of various species.

Implementing Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity in R

Although manual calculations are invaluable for pedagogical purposes, analyzing large, complex

ecological datasets demands the efficiency and precision of statistical software. The R

programming environment is the industry standard for ecological data analysis, offering powerful

tools for calculating various distance and dissimilarity metrics. The following steps demonstrate

how to replicate our previous manual calculation within the R environment, ensuring speed and

reproducibility.

We must first structure our raw botanical survey data into an R data frame. In accordance with

standard practice for ecological matrices, each row will represent a unique site or community, and

each column will correspond to a specific species. This arrangement allows R functions to correctly

process the data structure for dissimilarity calculations.

#create data frame

df <- data.frame(A=c(4, 3),

B=c(0, 6),

C=c(2, 0),

D=c(7, 4),

E=c(8, 11))

#view data frame

df

A B C D E

1 4 0 2 7 8

2 3 6 0 4 11

Once the data frame is successfully created, we can proceed to the calculation phase. The R code

snippet below offers a concise and functional method for computing the Bray-Curtis dissimilarity

specifically between the two rows (sites) of our matrix. This formula, while compact, directly

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bray%E2%80%93Curtis_dissimilarity
https://www.r-project.org/
https://www.rdocumentation.org/packages/base/versions/3.6.2/topics/data.frame
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leverages the mathematical properties of absolute differences to achieve the desired result

efficiently.

#calculate Bray-Curtis dissimilarity

sum(apply(df, 2, function(x) abs(max(x)-min(x)))) / sum(rowSums(df))

0.3333333

The resulting R output confirms that the Bray-Curtis dissimilarity for our example dataset is

precisely 0.3333333. This perfect alignment between the automated R calculation and our detailed

manual calculation serves to validate both the implementation method and our understanding of

the underlying mathematical principles. Researchers must, however, remain mindful that this

specific concise formula is optimized for a two-site comparison where sites are arranged as rows.

Adjustments are required for different data matrix structures or for calculating a full distance matrix

involving multiple sites.

Understanding the R Code for Dissimilarity Calculation

The R expression used to calculate the Bray-Curtis index is powerful and compact, but its

mechanism directly reflects the mathematical components of the formula. A detailed breakdown

ensures that users understand exactly how the code translates ecological abundance data into a

dissimilarity score:

df: This variable refers to the input data frame, structured with sites as rows and species as

columns, containing the raw abundance data.

The Numerator Component: sum(apply(df, 2, function(x) abs(max(x)-min(x)))): This

section calculates the total absolute difference in species abundances between the two sites.

apply(df, 2, ...): The apply function iterates over the columns (indicated by the margin code

2), meaning the subsequent anonymous function is executed for each individual species.

function(x) abs(max(x)-min(x)): For each species (column vector $x$), this calculates the

absolute difference between the maximum and minimum abundance values recorded across the

sites. In a two-site comparison, this is simply $|abundance_{site1} - abundance_{site2}|$.

The outer sum() then aggregates these absolute differences across all species. Mathematically,

this sum is equivalent to $(S_{i} + S_{j}) - 2 cdot C_{ij}$.

The Denominator Component: sum(rowSums(df)): This section computes the necessary

denominator, which is the total combined abundance across both sites ($S_{i} + S_{j}$).

rowSums(df): This first calculates the total abundance for each site separately, yielding $S_{i}$

and $S_{j}$.

https://www.rdocumentation.org/packages/base/versions/3.6.2/topics/data.frame
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The outer sum() then adds these two site totals together, providing the grand total abundance for

the entire dataset.

The complete R expression thus calculates the Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity using the simplified, but

mathematically equivalent, form: (Total Sum of Absolute Abundance Differences) / (Total

Combined Abundance). This method is algebraically identical to the traditional formula, $1 - (2 cdot

C_{ij}) / (S_{i} + S_{j})$, confirming the R code's accuracy and efficacy in ecological data

processing.

Conclusion and Practical Considerations

The Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity index remains a foundational metric in community ecology and

related biological disciplines. Its strength lies in its ability to provide an intuitively interpretable,

abundance-weighted measure of difference between ecological communities. By mastering both

the foundational manual calculation and the efficient automated implementation within R,

researchers are equipped to accurately and rapidly quantify ecological shifts and spatial variations

in biodiversity patterns.

While the direct R code provided offers an excellent solution for straightforward, two-site

comparisons, researchers working with large matrices or requiring advanced statistical outputs

should utilize specialized R packages. For instance, the widely used vegan package contains the

optimized function vegdist(), which can calculate Bray-Curtis and numerous other distance

metrics across multi-site datasets with superior efficiency. These specialized packages often

integrate seamlessly with downstream analyses, such as ordination techniques or cluster analysis,

providing a complete framework for analyzing community structure data.

Ultimately, proficiency in calculating and interpreting the Bray-Curtis Dissimilarity is a cornerstone

skill for quantitative ecological research. Its clear reflection of community differences, based on

both the type and quantity of species present, makes it an invaluable analytical tool for

understanding environmental impacts, monitoring biodiversity, and unraveling the complex

dynamics that govern ecological systems worldwide.

For those interested in exploring other methods of quantifying similarity and dissimilarity in R, the

following tutorials offer additional insights:
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