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Context 
The past decade of research on large in-stream wood has experienced an expansion to diverse 
environments beyond North America’s Pacific Northwest and has shifted toward increasingly 
holistic perspectives that incorporate processes of wood recruitment, retention, and loss at 
scales from channel segments to entire watersheds. Syntheses of this rapidly expanding litera-
ture can be facilitated by agreement on primary variables and methods of measurement. 

Key Issues 
 
 Over the past several 

decades, research on in-
stream large wood has 
expanded considerably, 
while increased research 
and interest in the physi-
cal and ecological effects 
of in-stream wood has 
also resulted in several 
syntheses and review 
articles.   

 
 Interpretations of spatial 

and temporal patterns of 
in-stream large wood 
have been hampered by 
high levels of variation, 
measurement error, and 
inconsistencies in the 
type of variables and 
methods of measure-
ment. 

 
 Core variables based on 

the importance in previ-
ous studies and collective 
experience have been 
identified.  

 
The agreement on pri-

mary variables and meth-
ods of measurements 
could resolve uncertain-
ties associated with the 
understanding  of in-
stream wood patterns. 

 
 

Challenge 
Investigation into the role of downed wood in terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems has persisted 
for decades, as research on the physical and ecological effects of in-stream wood has 
increased substantially over the past decade. Recent syntheses of in-stream wood 
characteristics and dynamics have been useful in identifying regional patterns and gaps in 
knowledge, but stronger inferences have been hampered by the inherently high spatial and 
temporal variation in large wood data and by measurement error. Our review of in-stream wood 
studies has also revealed inconsistencies in the types of variables measured as well as 
methods of measurement.    
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Actions 
We identified core variables based on their importance in previous studies and our collective 
experience, and subdivided them into three categories: wood, geomorphic, and riparian (Table 
I). Variables described as Level II are suggested for studies with more specific objectives. Wood 
variables include the size, orientation, and characteristics of wood in the bankfull channel, as 
well as functional parameters directly associated with wood. Geomorphic variables include the 
physical characteristics of the stream channel, valley, and drainage basin for a reach, defined 
as the length of channel within which wood is measured. If channel morphology varies substan-
tially within a reach, then the reach should be subdivided into geomorphic channel units and 
geomorphic variables measured for each unit. Riparian variables include the ecological charac-
teristics of the valley reach beyond the channel.  Many of these variables rely on quick visual 
assessments or measurements derived from maps. Inclusion of these data in studies of in-
stream wood would substantially facili-
tate the insights and models that can 
result from inter-study compilations.  
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Table I.   SUGGESTED METRICS FOR RESEARCH-ORIENTED IN-STREAM WOOD STUDIES 
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