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DISCUSSION 

It is clear from the examples above that recording bias is widespread in data collected for the Atlas 
and for the Monitoring Scheme. Approximately one third of the taxa analysed for the Monitoring 
Scheme were found to have unacceptable degrees of recording bias which could not be corrected. 
More than one form of bias may also be present - all examples presented here include a bias of 
greater recording effort (Rich & Woodruff 1990, 1992) for the Monitoring Scheme. Presumably 
biases similar to those presented here occur in most other botanical surveys, though they are rarely 
pointed out. 

The extent of recording bias indicates that care should be taken with interpreting sets of records. 
Assessing recording bias is difficult and requires intimate knowledge of the taxa concerned, how 
they are recorded now and how they were recorded in the past, their habitats, general distribution 
and frequencies, variations in the quality and quantity of recording, etc. Although each case has to 
be judged on its merits, a few generalizations can be made: 

1. Critical, infraspecific, hybrid and the more obscure taxa will generally show larger amounts of 
recording bias related to individual recorders. 

2. Aliens, casuals, garden escapes, forestry trees, crops and deliberately planted taxa may be less 
consistently recorded than native species. 

3. Areas briefly covered by few botanists will be less consistently recorded than areas well-covered 
by many botanists. 

4. Localized areas may show considerable bias related to the activities of individual recorders. 
5. Some habitats with difficult or limited access (e.g. mountains, cliffs, water) will be relatively 

poorly recorded. Others with easy access (e.g. car-parks, churchyards) may be well-recorded. 
6. Large, obvious or clumped taxa will be more consistently recorded than small, inconspicuous or 

widely dispersed ones. Abundant species will be more consistently recorded than rarer species 
but national rarities tend to be well documented. 

7. Species characteristic of the beginning and end of the field season will be less consistently 
recorded than those in mid season. 

8. The number of records will primarily be dictated by recording effort put into collecting them. 
9. Methods of survey may introduce systematic bias. 

As records accumulate, the influence of recording bias will diminish, provided that adequate 
quality control is exercised. Experience is required to judge whether the bias is large enough to 
affect the interpretation of the records. It is easier to spot bias by comparing two similar surveys than 
to assess it in isolation. 

The widespread occurrence of recording bias suggests that information about recorders and their 
behaviour should be collected and analysed as carefully as information about the organisms 
themselves. Unrecognised bias in a sample of records will result in an incorrect interpretation of the 
data. Those who collect, compile and present the data should therefore also provide interpretation 
to guide those unfamiliar with the problems. 
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