
 

This Week's Citation Classic 
Dayton P K. Competition, disturbance, and community organization: the provision 

and subsequent utilization of space in a rocky intertidal community. Ecol. 
Monogr. 41:351-89, 1971.  

[Dept. Zoology, Univ. Washington, Seattle, WA] 

The paper utilized field experimentation to 
demonstrate that different types of physical 
and biological disturbance as well as com-
petitive relationships have predictable func-
tional roles in the intertidal community. An 
important conclusion is that relatively few 
species have disproportionately important 
selective influences on most of the other 
species. [The SCI® indicates that this paper 
has been cited over 210 times since 1971.] 
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"I went to the University of Washington 
strongly influenced by Platt's1 challenges to 
test alternate hypotheses, but otherwise I 
was utterly naive. I stumbled onto the easily 
manipulated intertidal system and the in-
fluence of Bob Paine, my adviser, and Joe 
Connell; both were immersed in intertidal 
research. My respect for and appreciation of 
theory and general ecology were shaped by 
Cordon Orians, Alan Kohn, and W.T. Ed-
mondson; Robert Fernald and Paul Illg 
helped persuade me that my naive exalta-
tion of natural history was respectable. 
Finally, I overlapped a large group of ex-
cellent graduate students. 

"The actual research involved vast 
amounts of field time, and my memories are 
dominated by recollections of frantic 
dashes in the wee hours of the mornings to 
catch ferries so that I could return to cam-
pus to teach. Stipends from an NSF training 
grant eventually allowed me to spend more 

time in the field and add a couple of impor-
tant study sites to my thesis. 

"Ecology often seems dominated by theo-
retical bandwagons driven by charismatic 
mathematicians; lost to many is the realiza-
tion that good ecology rests on a foundation 
of solid natural history and progresses by 
use of proper scientific methods. While my 
paper did address questions of general in-
terest, I believe that its strength is in the ef-
forts to wed natural history and experimen-
tation rather than buttress mainline theory. 
At that time most ecological concepts were 
based on theories involving competition on-
ly. These preconceptions influenced ecolog-
ical research. My paper extended Paine's2 

by demonstrating that various levels of 
disturbance are major factors structuring 
the intertidal community and that they exert 
subtle changes in the competitive interac-
tions. It is interesting to note that it is often 
claimed that intertidal experimentation 
followed speculation by theoreticians,3 and 
Paine2 acknowledges this influence. But 
most of this work is patterned after the ex-
perimentation of Connell in the 1950s4 and 
Hatton in the 1920s,5 which long preceded 
the wave of popular theory. Embarrassingly, 
my own work was begun in ignorance of 
most theory; I acknowledge its value, but 
deny the debt. 

"While I would like to believe that its 
citations result from intrinsic value, I think 
that there is an element of timing and luck 
involved. I believe that citations are strongly 
influenced by gossip, and at that time 
Connell and Paine were actively selling the 
intertidal system, and prepared an audience 
for my paper. I have mixed emotions about 
my decision to publish my thesis as two 
large papers6 rather than several smaller 
papers. The larger integrated format is 
aesthetically pleasing to me and probably 
responsible for the 'Citation Classic' selec-
tion; but I feel that the length intimidates 
some readers, who cite it without reading. 
The heritage of science involves communi-
cation, but I am not sure that communica-
tion is accurately reflected by citations." 
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