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Abstract. The cycling of carbon (C) between the Earth sur-
face and the atmosphere is controlled by biological and abi-
otic processes that regulate C storage in biogeochemical
compartments and release to the atmosphere. This partition-
ing is quantified using various forms of C-use efficiency
(CUE) – the ratio of C remaining in a system to C enter-
ing that system. Biological CUE is the fraction of C taken
up allocated to biosynthesis. In soils and sediments, C stor-
age depends also on abiotic processes, so the term C-storage
efficiency (CSE) can be used. Here we first review and rec-
oncile CUE and CSE definitions proposed for autotrophic
and heterotrophic organisms and communities, food webs,
whole ecosystems and watersheds, and soils and sediments
using a common mathematical framework. Second, we iden-
tify general CUE patterns; for example, the actual CUE
increases with improving growth conditions, and apparent
CUE decreases with increasing turnover. We then synthesize
> 5000 CUE estimates showing that CUE decreases with in-
creasing biological and ecological organization – from uni-

cellular to multicellular organisms and from individuals to
ecosystems. We conclude that CUE is an emergent property
of coupled biological–abiotic systems, and it should be re-
garded as a flexible and scale-dependent index of the capac-
ity of a given system to effectively retain C.

1 Introduction

Carbon cycling is driven by biological, physical, and chem-
ical processes – vegetation and phytoplankton take up CO2
from the atmosphere and convert it to biomass, decomposers
and animals convert organic C to biomass and release it as
CO2, and physico-chemical processes redistribute and store
C. Many of these processes involve the conversion of C from
various sources into biological products and the efficiency
of this biological conversion is generally referred to as C-
use efficiency (CUE). Low CUE values imply that little C
is converted to biomass and biological products relative to
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the amount consumed. As a result, less C is retained in the
organism and more is released as CO2 or other forms of C,
in comparison to circumstances under which CUE is high
and the organism retains more C. In other words, from this
perspective, low CUE is indicative of a more open biologi-
cal C cycle. Therefore, understanding the degree of variation
in CUE – especially along gradients of environmental con-
ditions – is key for quantifying how much C is retained in
biomass and potentially in an ecosystem in the long term (Al-
lison et al., 2010; Manzoni et al., 2012; Hessen et al., 2004;
Jiao et al., 2014; Sterner and Elser, 2002). However, the con-
nection between CUE and long-term C storage is complex
and mediated by multiple biological, ecological, and physi-
cal factors.

For biological systems (organs, individual organisms, or
even entire communities), CUE is defined as the ratio be-
tween the amount of C allocated to biosynthesis (new
biomass and biological products, including exudates) and the
amount of C taken up. While the term CUE was proposed in
the mid-1990s in the context of plant C balances (Gifford,
1995), other terms – e.g. “growth yield” – referring to the ef-
ficiency of substrate conversion into biomass had been in use
since the early 1900s (Monod, 1949). Now, efficiency defi-
nitions are proliferating across many disciplines in biology,
ecology, and Earth sciences. While some of these definitions
are comparable (and all are deceptively simple), subtle dif-
ferences often emerge, partly due to conceptual and method-
ological advances that allow quantification of previously ig-
nored C exchanges. These differences make interpretation
of results difficult and complicate cross-disciplinary compar-
isons.

The main difficulty is to unambiguously define what rep-
resents growth and release of extracellular compounds or
C storage and reconcile conceptual definitions with empir-
ical estimates (Geyer et al., 2016; Chapin et al., 2006; Clark
et al., 2001). In fact, CUE is a property of the biological
system considered under the specific conditions it experi-
ences, and the term synthesizes various biological processes
occurring across a range of spatial and temporal scales in
a single variable (Geyer et al., 2016). Because the propor-
tion of growth vs. maintenance respiration, the growth rate,
the synthesis and release of products, and the availability of
C all vary in time in any organism, CUE is also expected
to change. Changes in environmental conditions that favour
growth over respiration will shift the balance of C allocation
towards biosynthesis (or C storage at the ecosystem level),
thus increasing CUE (Manzoni et al., 2017; Öquist et al.,
2017; Vicca et al., 2012). Instantaneous responses to an envi-
ronmental change may also differ from long-term responses
involving acclimation and adaptation to the new conditions
– both of which can potentially affect C allocation to dif-
ferent metabolic processes and hence CUE (Allison, 2014).
In addition to responses to environmental change, metabolic
processes also differ across levels of biological organiza-
tion, leading to decreasing values of CUE as organisms be-

come more complex and require more energetically expen-
sive structures (DeLong et al., 2010).

While the aforementioned mechanisms can be identified
for individual organisms or uniform populations, natural
plant, microbial, and animal communities are composed of
a number of different organisms whose metabolism may re-
spond differently to environmental drivers. In addition, var-
ious interactions among organisms in an ecosystem lead to
emergent patterns that are different from the sum of indi-
vidual contributions. Therefore, by integrating the contribu-
tion of individual organisms with a range of different CUE
values, patterns in community-level CUE may be different
from those expected based on organism-level CUE (del Gior-
gio and Cole, 1998; Ettema and Wardle, 2002; Geyer et al.,
2016). For example, seedlings of conifer species can have
a whole-plant CUE of around 0.7 (Wang et al., 2015), but
conifer forests encompassing a range of tree ages and species
exhibit a CUE (defined as net primary productivity, NPP, di-
vided by gross primary productivity, GPP) of around 0.45
(DeLucia et al., 2007; Gifford, 2003). Similarly, ecosystem-
level CUE (defined as net ecosystem productivity, NEP, di-
vided by GPP) emerges from linkages between plants and
decomposers and the way both communities process and ex-
change C (Bradford and Crowther, 2013; Sinsabaugh et al.,
2017). Because at the ecosystem level CO2 is released by
both autotrophs and heterotrophs, ecosystem CUE values are
lower than those of plant communities.

While variability in biological and ecological processes af-
fects CUE at organism to ecosystem levels, the efficiency of
long-term C storage in ecosystems depends on how much C
enters physically protected or chemically recalcitrant com-
partments or is removed from the system by abiotic transport
processes. The more C is removed via leaching and lateral
transfer, for example (Chapin et al., 2006; Cole et al., 2007),
the lower the C-storage efficiency (CSE) of an ecosystem.
The term CSE is used here instead of CUE to emphasize that
C storage in soils and sediments also depends on abiotic pro-
cesses that do not “use” C for their fitness in a manner similar
to organisms, or on incomplete C turnover due to hampered
heterotrophic activity, e.g. in the uppermost organic layers
of forest soils or in peatlands. Moreover, as C is recycled
in the soil or sediment system and progressively more C is
lost, C accumulation becomes more dependent on physico-
chemical protection mechanisms that reduce accessibility of
C to decomposers and abiotic removal processes (Schmidt et
al., 2011; Canfield, 1994; Mendonça et al., 2017; Stewart et
al., 2007).

From these examples (and others that will be presented
in the following), it is clear that CUE (or CSE) should be
regarded as a flexible quantity that emerges from the under-
lying biological and abiotic processes at various spatial and
temporal scales. Understanding to what degree CUE is stable
or variable across scales is important for correct partitioning
of C in biogeochemical models, in which these efficiencies
are sometimes assumed to be constant (e.g. microbial CUE),
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and in other cases the result of modelled C fluxes. Measured
CUE and CSE thus offer an opportunity for testing the ca-
pacity of models to describe how C is partitioned among dif-
ferent pathways.

With this aim in mind, we synthesize the numerous defi-
nitions of CUE and CSE currently employed across levels of
biological and ecological organization and spatial–temporal
scales and develop a coherent mathematical framework for
these different definitions. Next, we analyse how these ef-
ficiencies vary across scales and levels of organization and
how physico-chemical processes that lead to stabilization or
incomplete turnover of organic matter become relevant to
evaluate C retention at the whole-ecosystem level. While pre-
vious syntheses have investigated drivers of CUE in specific
systems (Canfield, 1994; del Giorgio and Cole, 1998; DeLu-
cia et al., 2007; Manzoni et al., 2017; Sinsabaugh et al., 2015;
Sterner and Elser, 2002), we focus on scale dependencies of
CUE and CSE across systems and discuss the limitations that
arise in the interpretation of efficiency values due to these
scaling issues. Finally, we discuss the relevance of observed
trends in relation to our understanding of the C cycle for in-
forming ecosystem model development and for overcoming
disciplinary boundaries that have led to numerous conceptu-
ally similar CUE definitions.

2 Theory

2.1 General carbon balance equations and definitions
of C-use and C-storage efficiencies

In this section, general equations are presented to define CUE
and CSE (CUE and CSE, respectively). We use the term CUE
for efficiencies that are relevant for biological systems (from
individuals to communities), in which C is actually used for
functions related to the fitness of organisms, either as indi-
viduals or in communities. In contrast, systems in which both
biological and abiotic storage processes occur do not literally
use C, but store it and thus the term CSE will be used instead
of CUE. The term “storage” is used instead of “sequestra-
tion” because we do not focus on the long-term stabilization
of C but only on the efficiency of C retention in relation to C
inputs. All symbols are defined in Table 1 and all quantities
are expressed in carbon units. Table 2 summarizes the differ-
ent definitions of CUE proposed in the literature, and Table 3
relates C exchange rates and fluxes used in the theory section
to processes specific to the system under consideration.

For a generic C compartment representing an individual
organism or a whole ecosystem with clearly defined bound-
aries, a general mass balance equation can be written in the
form

dC

dt
= I −O, (1)

where C is the amount of C in the compartment, and the bal-
ance of inputs I and outputs O determines the rate of change

of C. Inputs and outputs typically depend on external en-
vironmental factors and internal state variables and are de-
fined differently for organisms and ecosystems, as discussed
in the following. In this general equation, changes in stored
C can be linked to the rate of C input. This linkage repre-
sents a simple definition for an apparent CUE (CUEA) – the
ratio of C remaining in the system (i.e. dC

dt
) to C added to the

system (I ). The term CUEA is used for convenience, noting
that CSEA should be used for systems involving abiotic C
exchanges. This is an apparent efficiency because it is calcu-
lated solely from C input and change in storage, without any
consideration of the underlying processes that determine the
C outputs. As will become clear, this pragmatic definition is
insufficient for CUE to have a biological meaning. Based on
this definition, Eq. (1) can be recast as

dC

dt
= CUEA× I, (2)

where CUEA describes the fraction of the input that ends up
in the organic carbon pool C. Expanding the definition of
CUEA using the mass balance Eq. (1), CUEA can also be
defined in terms of input and output rates,

CUEA =
dC/dt

I
= 1−

O

I
. (3)

These two equalities allow the estimation of CUEA from
measured changes in C pool size and C exchange rates.
Hence, the apparent CUE is a dynamic quantity that depends
on the ratio of output to input rates or the ratio of change in
storage and input rate. For systems in which inputs are larger
than outputs, 0 < CUEA < 1. In contrast, when outputs are
larger than inputs, the system loses mass and CUEA < 0.
For biological systems in which C represents the biomass
of the organism, CUEA represents the fraction of C uptake
contributing to a biomass increase. Similar considerations
hold for whole ecosystems, and CSEA is accordingly defined
as the fraction of C inputs via photosynthesis and physical
transport contributing to C storage in vegetation and soils, or
sediments (Alin and Johnson, 2007; Canfield, 1994; Stewart
et al., 2007).

2.2 Carbon balance and efficiency equations for
biological systems

Equation (3) is not particularly useful to describe how effec-
tively an organism uses C because it does not provide much
mechanistic insight into the processes leading to the alloca-
tion of C to storage or output rates. However, Eq. (3) is used
to estimate apparent CUE in many practical applications in
which input, change in storage, and/or output are measured
– including the estimation of CUE for biological systems. If
the observational setup is such that changes in storage and
output rates can be unambiguously attributed to certain pro-
cesses (e.g. gross growth and respiration), then the apparent
CUE estimated from Eq. (3) is also a useful measure of the
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Table 1. Definition of symbols and acronyms.

Symbols and acronyms Description Dimensions∗

AE Assimilation efficiency –
BPE Biomass production efficiency –
C Carbon mass M L−2 or M
CSE Carbon-storage efficiency –
CUE Carbon-use efficiency –
CUEA Apparent carbon-use efficiency –
EG Egestion M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

EX Exudation M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Fin Abiotic carbon input M L−2 T−1

Fout Abiotic carbon output M L−2 T−1

G Growth M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

GGE Gross growth efficiency –
GPP Gross primary productivity M L−2 T−1

I Input M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

NECB Net ecosystem carbon balance (= dC/dt) M L−2 T−1

NEP Net ecosystem productivity M L−2 T−1

NGE Net growth efficiency –
NPP Net primary productivity M L−2 T−1

O Output M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

R Respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Ra Autotrophic respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Rgrowth Growth respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Rh Heterotrophic respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Rmaintenance Maintenance respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

Roverflow Overflow respiration M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

T Biomass turnover M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

U Carbon uptake M L−2 T−1 or M T−1

YG Growth yield –

∗ M: mass; L: length; T: time; –: non-dimensional quantity.

CUE of that organism. However, in general, a more accurate
description of the organism C balance is required to define
a biologically meaningful CUE, leading to numerous defini-
tions of CUE (Table 2).

Let us now focus on C compartments representing the
biomass of an individual organism or of a community. Here,
“organism” indicates any living entity, ranging from unicel-
lular to multicellular, and including both autotrophs and het-
erotrophs; regardless of their physiology and size, they are
all treated as a C compartment with a well-defined boundary
that allows the definition of inputs and outputs. In Table 3,
specific processes for each type of organism are matched to
the general C balance terms used below. In this context, the
input I represents C uptake or ingestion (U ), and the out-
put O represents the sum of egestion (EG), respiration (R),
exudation (EX), and turnover (T ) (Sterner and Elser, 2002);
i.e. the output rate is expressed as O = EG+R+EX+ T

(Fig. 1). Distinguishing among these processes is motivated
by the different timescales for respiration (seconds to hours)
and turnover (minutes to years) processes. EG includes C that
passes through the guts without being assimilated (faeces);

for plants and microorganisms, EG= 0. The EX term may
include excretion of C compounds such as extracellular en-
zymes and polysaccharides, secondary metabolites in micro-
bial communities (Manzoni et al., 2012; Azam and Malfatti,
2007), dissolved organic carbon (DOC) and mucus in ani-
mals and phytoplankton (Darchambeau et al., 2003; Azam
and Malfatti, 2007), and rhizodeposits (Hutsch et al., 2002)
or C export to symbionts (Hobbie, 2006; Ekblad et al., 2013)
in plants. Using these definitions, the C balance Eq. (1) can
be rewritten in more biologically meaningful terms for an in-
dividual organism or community as (Fig. 1)

dC

dt
= U −EG−R−EX− T =G− T , (4)

where U is the uptake rate, U −EG is the assimilation rate
(i.e. A in Fig. 1), and G is the net growth rate. We now define
CUE at the organism level as the ratio between the rate of
production of biomass and products (G+EX) and the rate of
C uptake (U ),

CUE=
G+EX

U
=

A−R

U
= 1−

EG+R

U
. (5)
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Figure 1. General conceptual summary of C exchanges of individual organisms (or populations). (a) General terminology and C-based
efficiency definitions (Sterner and Elser, 2002). (b) C exchanges of autotrophs, microorganisms feeding through the cell membranes (os-
motrophs), and animals; note that assimilation is equal to uptake (or ingestion) in autotrophs and osmotrophs that lack guts so that egestion
cannot occur. The type of excretion product is also indicated (EPS: extracellular polysaccharides). Colour codes for the different organisms
are also used in other figures.

As a result, the mass balance Eq. (4) can be rewritten as

dC

dt
= CUE×U −EX− T = GGE×U − T . (6)

With this definition CUE represents the fraction of C taken up
that is allocated to biosynthesis (biomass and products that
are eventually exuded), but excluding respired and egested C,
which do not contribute to biosynthesis. Including exudates
such as enzymes and polymeric compounds in the CUE def-
inition may be motivated by the clear fitness advantage these
products have for the organism. Moreover, C-storage com-
pounds and osmolytes are also regarded as biomass, as they
would be measured as cellular material.

Other measures of C conversion efficiency have been pro-
posed (Fig. 1) (Sterner and Elser, 2002): (i) assimilation ef-
ficiency (AE= A/U = assimilation/uptake), (ii) net growth
efficiency (NGE=G/A= net growth/assimilation), and
(iii) gross growth efficiency (GGE=G/U = AE×NGE=
net growth/uptake; see the last equality on the right-hand side
of Eq. 6). The GGE can be regarded as a biomass yield or
production efficiency, as it considers respired, egested, and
exuded C as lost from the organism (Payne, 1970; Manzoni
et al., 2012; Campioli et al., 2015), which is different from
CUE, which includes exuded C as a product of the C conver-
sion.

The CUE definition in Eq. (5) is consistent with previ-
ous work on plant C budgets (Thornley and Cannell, 2000),
but it differs from definitions often used for soil microor-
ganisms in which only biomass synthesis is considered and

CUE is equal to GGE (Manzoni et al., 2012; Geyer et al.,
2016) (Table S3). It is thus important to emphasize that CUE
as defined in Eq. (5) is in general higher than GGE be-
cause CUE= GGE+EX/U . The difference between GGE
and CUE is relevant when EX is large, as in the case of or-
ganic C exchanges between roots and plant symbionts (Hob-
bie, 2006; Ekblad et al., 2013), or in anaerobic metabolism
(Šantrůčková et al., 2004). In the oceans, 10 %–30 % of mi-
crobial production is released as dissolved organic C, but
this figure also includes dissolved C from microbial turnover
(Benner and Herndl, 2011; Jiao et al., 2014). For soil micro-
bial communities, the extent of the extracellular enzyme and
polysaccharide synthesis is unknown but presumably small
compared to the other rates involved, at least in aerobic soils
in which CUE≈GGE (Frey et al., 2001; Šantrůčková et al.,
2004). Therefore, making the distinction between GGE and
CUE is less important in these systems (for further discus-
sions, see Geyer et al., 2016).

Respiration in Eq. (5) can be further broken down into
growth (Rgrowth), maintenance (Rmaintenance), and overflow
(Roverflow) components, the last including futile cycles and
compensation for stoichiometric imbalances that are acti-
vated when C cannot be used for growth or maintenance
(Cannell and Thornley, 2000; Thornley and Cannell, 2000;
van Bodegom, 2007; Russell and Cook, 1995). Hence, CUE
can be expressed in terms of physiologically distinct respira-
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tion rates as

CUE= 1−
Rgrowth+Rmaintenance+Roverflow+EG

U
, (7)

which demonstrates that any increase in the maintenance
and overflow respiration rates relative to growth respiration
due to starvation or environmental stresses decreases CUE
(Sect. 4.1).

Finally, combining Eqs. (2) and (6) provides the relation
among CUEA, CUE, and C losses via EX and turnover,

CUEA = CUE−
EX+ T

U
. (8)

Based on this equation, higher turnover or EX rate reduces
CUEA but not CUE (Eq. 5).

2.3 Carbon balance and efficiency equations for
systems including abiotic components

We argued that CUE can be defined for biological entities
that use C to improve their fitness but that CSE should be de-
fined for systems including abiotic components (or when or-
ganic matter turnover is incomplete) for which fitness cannot
be defined. Examples of such coupled biotic–abiotic systems
are whole ecosystems (terrestrial and aquatic), soils, and sed-
iments, for which different biological actors (primary pro-
ducers, decomposers, herbivores, predators) mediate C cy-
cling in association with abiotic processes such as C transport

by advection (Chapin et al., 2006; Cole et al., 2007) and C
mineral interactions (Schmidt et al., 2011; Kaiser and Kalb-
itz, 2012). For these integrated systems, Eq. (1) should be
expanded to include these additional C exchange processes
(Fig. 2),

dC

dt
= U +Fin−R−Fout = NECB. (9)

In Eq. (9), U and R represent the C uptake and respira-
tion rates by the biotic components of the ecosystem (as in
Eq. 4), whereas U refers to litterfall and C deposition when
considering soils and sediments, respectively (Table 3). Fin
and Fout are C inputs and outputs occurring via abiotic ex-
changes of organic and inorganic C in natural ecosystems but
also account for anthropogenic inputs (e.g. manure) and out-
puts (e.g. harvested products) in managed ecosystems. With
reference to ecosystems, the C balance of Eq. (9) can also be
expressed in terms of the net ecosystem C balance, NECB
(Chapin et al., 2006).

Analogously with Eq. (2) and using the rates defined in
Eq. (9), the CSE for the whole system can thus be defined as

CSE=
NECB
U +Fin

= 1−
R+Fout

U +Fin
. (10)

In a purely abiotic system (U = R = 0), Eq. (10) can be
simplified to CSE= 1−Fout/Fin. In contrast, when the abi-
otic exchange rates are negligible (Fin ≈ Fout ≈ 0), Eq. (10)
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is simplified to CSE= 1−R/U , i.e. the CUE of the biolog-
ical components in the system (as in Eq. 5, with EG= 0).
Based on Eq. (10), CSE > 0 when an ecosystem stores C
(e.g. systems with long-term accumulation of C in un-
decomposed necromass, mineral-associated pools, or sedi-
ments). As for Eq. (5), the meaning of the C exchange rates
in Eq. (10) depends on the system under consideration, e.g.
U =GPP for entire ecosystems, but U is equal to the rate of
C input to soils when calculating soil CSE (Table 3).

Substituting the definition of CUE for the biological com-
ponents into Eq. (10), and assuming dominant biological C
losses via respiration, an expression linking the system CSE
and the biological CUE is found to be

(1−CSE)(U +Fin)= (1−CUE)U +Fout. (11)

This relation essentially expresses the C losses from the
system in two complementary ways – on the left-hand side
as the fraction of the total C input that is not stored and on
the right-hand side as the fraction of the biotic C input that is
not stored plus the abiotic losses.

2.4 C-use and C-storage efficiencies in relation to
empirical data

Equations (5) and (10) provide general definitions of CUE
and CSE for biological and coupled biotic-abiotic systems,
respectively (Table 3). The interpretation of these equations
is straightforward when a control volume is clearly identified
that allows a meaningful empirical estimation of exchange
rates and storage changes at the timescale of interest. For
example, the body of an animal allows the identification of
rates of ingestion, EG, respiration, EX, and net growth that,
taken together, close the biomass C balance equation. Even
in this conceptually simple case, however, cell turnover is
not easily quantified. As such, net growth may be measured,
but not gross cell growth – and to actually measure these

rates can be challenging. In most cases, defining and sep-
arating input and output rates is even more complicated –
both conceptually and practically when conducting measure-
ments. For example, closing the C balance of leaves, whole
plants or plant communities, and aquatic systems is challeng-
ing because both input and output fluxes are in the form of
CO2. Net exchange fluxes can be readily measured, but not
gross fluxes, complicating the separation of U (gross pho-
tosynthetic rate in this case) and R (gross autotrophic res-
piration rate) – not to mention C exports to other parts of
the plant and as exudates. Other challenges arise when sep-
arating autotrophic and heterotrophic contributions to a sin-
gle measured respiratory CO2 flux. Common approaches for
measuring C exchange rates relevant for CUE and CSE cal-
culations are presented and discussed in the Supplement and
the wide range of spatial–temporal scales involved are illus-
trated in Fig. 3. In our data collection, we compared systems
ranging from individual organisms and communities to soils
and sediments, food webs, and whole ecosystems and water-
sheds (Tables 2 and 3).

3 Data collection and analysis

Estimates of CUE for a range of organisms (microorganisms,
animals, and individual plants), communities (microbial and
plant) and ecosystems have been collected from the literature
or calculated based on reported C exchange rates (Table S1).
Existing datasets or data collections shown in previous pub-
lications are used for CUE of heterotrophic organisms (Mc-
Naughton et al., 1989; Manzoni et al., 2017), leaves (Atkin et
al., 2015), plant communities (Campioli et al., 2015), whole
terrestrial (Luyssaert et al., 2007) and aquatic ecosystems
(Hoellein et al., 2013), and for lacustrine and marine sed-
iments (Alin and Johnson, 2007; Canfield, 1994). New lit-
erature data collections are developed for CUE of micro-
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bial isolates, individual plants, non-vascular vegetation, food
chains, soils, and watersheds. The whole database encom-
passes 5309 CUE estimates.

To compile the new data collections, we conducted an on-
line search using ISI Web of Science and Google Scholar
with keywords including various synonyms of CUE or CSE.
We also gathered publications following relevant references
in articles and books, aided by the expert knowledge of the
authors. Due to the enormous variability in terminology used
across disciplines, and the fact that in many cases CUE or
CSE was not reported in the papers (but only C exchange
rates to calculate them), a systematic search was not feasible.
Nevertheless, while not exhaustive, our selection of publi-
cations covers a broad range of conditions for each subset of
data, enabling detection of general patterns across disciplines
and scales.

CUE values are recorded in our database as they were re-
ported in the original publications and thus reflect variation
in environmental conditions (e.g. temperature, water avail-
ability) and organism status (e.g. actively growing, energy
or nutrient limited), as well as methodological confound-
ing factors. To facilitate comparisons across datasets, instan-
taneous CUE values estimated for leaves and non-vascular
plant communities were converted to daily values by assum-
ing an equal duration of daytime and night-time and that res-
piration rates were the same throughout the whole day. More-
over, plant community and ecosystem C fluxes (Campioli et
al., 2015; Luyssaert et al., 2007) were averaged first when es-
timates from different approaches were reported for a given
site and year and second across years to provide long-term
mean fluxes. The large majority of datasets encompass in-
dependent data points obtained from different sites or treat-
ments. Some time series are included to illustrate how CUE
values change during plant ontogeny or as resources are con-
sumed in soil incubations (these datasets are not included
in statistical analyses requiring independent samples). One
dataset required the conversion of energy-based to C-based
fluxes to calculate CUE (McNaughton et al., 1989). Energy
flux data (kJ m−2 yr−1) were first converted to dry weights
using animal and ecosystem-specific plant-community heat
of combustion values (Golley, 1961). Dry weights were fi-
nally converted to C-mass units assuming a conversion factor
of 0.45 g C g−1 dry weight.

We aim to illustrate the range of variation in CUE across
spatial and temporal scales, and levels of biological and eco-
logical organization, but not to explain the observed variabil-
ity. This latter goal would require ancillary data on environ-
mental conditions and physiological status that are not avail-
able in all studies. Further, a comparison of CUE estimates
across these diverse data sources is also challenging because
of the contrasting spatial and temporal scales at which mea-
surements were conducted (Fig. 3). As such, and given our
aim, we have not attempted to bring individual CUE esti-
mates to a comparable scale. For individual plants and mi-
crobial communities, CUE estimation approaches vary, and

in some cases GGE was reported. Considering the lack of in-
formation on the relevance of EX rates, for these organisms
we grouped published efficiencies under the label CUE. For
plant communities in which biomass increments were mea-
sured, we use the term GGE (equivalent to biomass produc-
tion efficiency, as in Campioli et al., 2015).

While it is not possible to quantitatively and statistically
compare CUE estimates across all the scales involved due
to their different meaning, variations can still be interpreted
as a result of scale differences. In subsets of the database in
which CUE had been estimated in the original sources at con-
sistent spatial and temporal scales, quantitative comparisons
among the median values of each subset are possible and
are conducted using the Kruskal–Wallis test with a signifi-
cance threshold set at p = 0.05 (MathWorks, 2011). These
subsets are (i) long-term average CUE of plant communities
and ecosystems, and CSE of soils (plot-to-field spatial scale
and annual-to-decadal scale), and (ii) CUE of microbial iso-
lates, soil microbial communities, and aquatic bacterial com-
munities (sample size of a litre or less; typical timescales on
the order of days). Moreover, with the same approach we test
differences among the medians of smaller data groups within
each subset.

For visual comparison, CUE data are grouped according
to the subsystems shown in Fig. 2, and the distribution of the
available CUE estimates is shown using box plots. For each
subsystem, some examples are extracted to illustrate specific
CUE patterns, and the 90th percentile of each group is cal-
culated to provide an indication of the maximum CUE that a
subsystem can achieve.

4 C-use and C-storage efficiency patterns

Based on the theory outlined in Sect. 2, we present examples
on how measured CUE can be driven by true biological fac-
tors that affect C partitioning in organisms and how apparent
CUE can be affected by confounding factors such as biomass
turnover rates (Sect. 4.1). We then present a synthesis and
discussion of CUE trends along biological and ecological
levels of organization (Sect. 4.2) and across spatial and tem-
poral scales (Sect. 4.3), and we compare systems with and
without abiotic transport processes (Sect. 4.4). Finally, we
ask to what degree CUE estimates are useful for characteriz-
ing C allocation patterns and eventually informing C-storage
calculations and ecosystem models (Sect. 4.5).

4.1 Biological drivers vs. confounding factors of C-use
efficiency at the organism and community levels

Various forms of CUE are used to characterize the fate of C
inputs into a system. To this purpose, CUE is often estimated
by measuring changes in C content of and C inputs to that
system (Eq. 3). If biomass turnover and EX can be neglected,
this apparent CUE is a good approximation of the actual CUE
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Figure 4. Effect of biomass turnover rate on the apparent C-use efficiency (CUEA). (a) Theoretical relation between CUEA and the ratio of
turnover rate to C uptake rate (Eq. 8, assuming negligible EX) for three values of the actual CUE. (b) Two examples of how high turnover
rates cause a decrease in CUEA in empirical studies on soil microbial communities (Frey et al., 2001; Ladd et al., 1992). Lower turnover
rates were caused by lower mortality in the first 3 days of incubation compared to day 112 (Ladd et al., 1992) or by lower grazing in the first
2 days of incubation compared to days 7–8 (Frey et al., 2001). Error bars indicate standard errors of the mean (variability is across three soil
types in Ladd et al., 1992, and across replicates and soil types in Frey et al., 2001).

(Eq. 8), but in most cases biomass turnover is present and
hard to quantify – in such a case, CUEA estimates can be sig-
nificantly lower than the actual CUE (Hagerty et al., 2014;
Grossart and Ploug, 2001). Figure 4a shows how apparent
CUE is expected to decrease with increasing turnover rate in
relation to C uptake (Eq. 8). The CUEA values can in prin-
ciple become negative when the turnover rate is higher than
the growth rate (similar issues arise at the ecosystem and wa-
tershed scales, but due to C transport rather than turnover).
Figure 4b illustrates these effects by considering data from
two studies on soil systems in which turnover rate was ma-
nipulated. In the first study (Ladd et al., 1992), the 14C glu-
cose initially added to the soil is taken up by microorganisms
with a certain actual CUE, but as the incubation progresses,
the 14C remaining in the microbial biomass decreases partly
due to cell turnover. As a result, CUEA at the beginning of
the incubation was higher than after about 100 days. It is
also possible that during this period substrates became less
available, leading to an increase in maintenance respiration
compared to growth respiration (as discussed in the follow-
ing). In the second example, biomass turnover was manip-
ulated by controlling soil fauna feeding on soil microorgan-
isms (Frey et al., 2001). When grazers were active, the CUEA
estimated from C accumulation into biomass was lower than
in the samples without grazers. However, if CUE was calcu-
lated from changes in C substrate (glucose) and respiration,
estimates were insensitive to grazing pressure (Frey et al.,
2001). Similarly, decreasing CUEA has been found in aquatic
bacteria subjected to increasing grazing pressure (Grossart
and Ploug, 2001). We therefore expect that for a given ex-
perimental setting, higher rates of mortality or predation will
lead to underestimation of CUE, when using Eq. (3).

Figure 5 illustrates how the relative importance of mainte-
nance costs (respiration and EX) compared to growth respi-
ration alters CUE or GGE. Theoretical predictions are shown

in Fig. 5a, b, in which two methods often used in models to
account for the metabolic costs of maintenance are consid-
ered (Thornley and Cannell, 2000). When growth respiration
has priority over maintenance respiration, C required to sus-
tain maintenance costs is obtained from the pool of assimi-
lated C. In this case, CUE decreases linearly with increasing
maintenance costs and CUE can become negative because
maintenance may cause a net biomass loss (Fig. 5a). As an
alternative, C required to fulfil maintenance costs can be di-
rectly deducted from the C uptake rate, before C is assimi-
lated and available for growth respiration. In this case, CUE
can reach zero at the lowest, when all the C taken up is used
for maintenance (Fig. 5b). Thus, both modelling approaches
yield the same result that CUE decreases with increasing
maintenance costs. Empirical evidence lends support to the
prediction that maintenance costs decrease the overall CUE,
whereas actively growing organisms in which growth respi-
ration is dominant have higher CUE (Sinsabaugh et al., 2015;
del Giorgio and Cole, 1998). This simplified view explains
some but not all observed patterns in CUE. For example, low-
resource environments could select for high-CUE organisms
despite low growth rates. At the other end of the resource
availability spectrum, to achieve high growth rates, it might
be necessary to increase respiratory losses via C overflow,
futile cycles, and increasing costs of protein turnover. Thus,
at very high G, a trade-off between growth and CUE may
emerge (Lipson, 2015). Combining these pieces of evidence,
CUE would be expected to first increase with increasing G,
then reach a peak and decrease at high G values.

The effect of increasing EX rate on CUE varies depending
on how such increases are realized. If the increase in EX is
fuelled by a correspondingly higher U , CUE also increases;
however, if the increase in EX occurs at the expense of G,
such that G+EX is constant for a given U , CUE will not
be affected. In both scenarios, higher EX decreases the net
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Figure 5. Effect of maintenance respiration (Rmaintenance) on C-use efficiency (CUE). Theoretical relations between CUE and the ratio of
maintenance respiration to C uptake rate under two different assumptions: (a) priority to growth respiration and (b) priority to maintenance
respiration for three values of growth yield (i.e. (C uptake – growth respiration) / C uptake). The central panels show decreasing CUE when
(c) the C substrate is consumed (moving right to left along the abscissa) during 12-day (glucose) and 71-day (cellulose) incubations (Öquist
et al., 2017) or (d) resource availability (as the ratio of salicylic acid C to biomass C) is low (Collado et al., 2014). (e) Reduction in CUE
through time as plants end their growth phase and set seeds (Yamaguchi, 1978). (f) Significantly higher (p<0.05) GGE of managed, and thus
more nutrient-rich, forests and grasslands (Campioli et al., 2015). In (c) to (e), CUE or GGE decrease as costs for maintenance respiration
increase relative to growth respiration; in (f), GGE decreases when costs for symbiotic associations are higher (natural systems). Curves in
(c) and (d) are least-square linear and hyperbolic regressions drawn to guide the eye; error bars indicate standard errors of the mean.

biomass production, and hence lowers GGE. For example,
consistent with these expectations, the microbial CUE val-
ues of an aerobic soil (in which EX was negligible) and an
anaerobic soil (where EX was ≈ 2/3 of the net biomass in-
crement) were comparable (respectively 0.73 vs. 0.70) be-
cause the sum of EX and biomass production were similar
(Šantrůčková et al., 2004). However, the GGE of the aero-
bic soil was much higher than in the anaerobic soil (0.72 vs.
0.43).

To illustrate the effects of higher maintenance costs, we
can consider the example of microbial communities. Micro-
bial CUE and GGE tend to be low just after addition of a
labile C substrate (a lag phase, which can vary in length de-

pending on the preceding physiological status), then to in-
crease sharply as growth rate increases, and finally to de-
crease because microbes switch from a relatively efficient
growth mode when substrates are available to a less ef-
ficient maintenance mode when substrates have been ex-
hausted (Öquist et al., 2017) (Fig. 5c, d). Notably, when re-
ductions in biomass occur under starvation conditions due
to catabolic conversion of biomass to cover maintenance
respiration, CUE < 0 (Fig. 5d). Similarly, crops maintain a
high CUE until they stop growing vegetative tissues, which
senesce while resources are translocated to seeds (Fig. 5e). In
forests, GGE (defined as biomass accumulation over GPP;
see Table 2) declines with decreasing nutrient availability
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Figure 6. Patterns in C-use efficiency (CUE) across scales and levels of organization. (a) CUE of leaves and non-vascular plant communities,
and GGE of whole plants and vascular plant communities; (b) CUE of microbial isolates and communities of soil microorganisms, aquatic
bacteria, and litter microorganisms; (c) CUE of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems (note that the y axis extends to −1, indicating C losses
larger than primary productivity); (d) C-storage efficiency (CSE) of soils and sediments (note that the y axis extends to −0.5); (e) CUE of
individual animals and terrestrial herbivore communities, and C transfer efficiency of aquatic food chains, plotted on a log scale to allow a
visual comparison. The box plots display median and quartiles (box) and range excluding outliers (whiskers), and the open squares indicate
the 90th percentiles; numbers indicate sample sizes; colour codes are as in Fig. 2. Data sources are described in the Supplement.

(Fig. 5f). However, different from other examples in Fig. 5,
this decline cannot be attributed to higher respiration under
nutrient-limited conditions but more likely to higher C in-
vestment in plant symbionts (Campioli et al., 2015; Baskaran
et al., 2017). Because the effects of higher maintenance respi-
ration or EX rate have the same direction – both decreasing
GGE – we can expect that along resource or environmen-
tal gradients characterized by increasing maintenance costs
(including EX), GGE will decrease. Along the same gra-
dients, CUE would decrease only if maintenance costs in-
crease, while it would be unaffected by changes in EX rates
alone.

A similar argument has been proposed to explain increases
in GGE with increasing nutrient-to-C ratios of the resources
used by heterotrophic organisms (Manzoni et al., 2017, in
which the term CUE was used under the implicit assumption
CUE≈GGE). High nutrient availability with respect to C al-
lows growth of the nutrient-rich cells typical of heterotrophs
in C-limited conditions. However, under nutrient shortage
and assuming that cell nutrient concentrations are relatively
stable (homeostasis), resources contain C in excess, which
can be selectively removed via overflow mechanisms (Rus-
sell and Cook, 1995; Boberg et al., 2008), increased C ex-
cretion (Anderson et al., 2005), and possibly C investment
in extracellular compounds that promote resource availabil-
ity (Middelboe and Sondergaard, 1993). As a result, C losses
can become decoupled from growth, leading to reduced GGE
under conditions of nutrient shortage (Manzoni et al., 2017).

4.2 C-use efficiency across levels of biological and
ecological organization

We start from the C balance of leaves and move to-
wards whole organisms, communities, food webs, and en-
tire ecosystems to illustrate how CUE varies across levels
of biological and ecological organization. The majority of C
taken up by leaves is converted into products (CUE≈ 0.8,
Fig. 6a), as might be expected for the organ responsible for
entry of C into the biosphere. While leaves only have to sup-
port their own limited metabolic needs, whole plants require
energy to maintain a range of additional functions, includ-
ing nutrient uptake and use, regulation of ion balances and
phloem transport (Cannell and Thornley, 2000; Thornley and
Cannell, 2000). Thus, the cost of maintaining a complex or-
ganism reduces CUE from leaf-level values of around 0.9
to whole-plant values of 0.6 (maximum CUE≈ 0.85). Simi-
larly, moving from unicellular to multicellular heterotrophic
organisms requires additional C costs to maintain the struc-
tures of increasingly complex bodies (DeLong et al., 2010),
resulting in a declining average CUE from approximately
0.5 (maximum CUE≈ 0.7) to 0.15 (maximum CUE≈ 0.5;
Fig. 6b, e).

Comparing terrestrial bacteria and fungi, it has been sug-
gested that they should differ in CUE, mostly due to their
contrasting life histories (fast growing, inefficient bacteria vs.
slow-growing, efficient fungi). Although this paradigm has
been around for some time, the hypothesis was not unequivo-
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cally supported (Thiet et al., 2006; Six et al., 2006). Recently,
fungi and Gram-negative bacteria have been suggested as im-
portant biomarkers when evaluating CUE (Bölscher et al.,
2016), but the link between the two is so far not clearly es-
tablished. The collected CUE data for litter decomposers (ar-
guably mostly fungi, at least in the first phases of litter degra-
dation) suggest a lower CUE than in bacterial communities
(Fig. 6b). However, litter decomposers in forest ecosystems
face strong stoichiometric imbalances and CUE estimates for
these organisms represent long-term averages including pe-
riods of slow growth (Manzoni et al., 2017). These factors
could explain the lower average CUE of litter decomposers
and aquatic microorganisms compared to soil microorgan-
isms and bacterial isolates – these patterns are thus driven
by environmental effects, in addition to organism complexity
and and methodological differences.

Food webs include interacting organisms that exchange C
among them and with the environment. Each organism ex-
changes C according to its own CUE (for a modelling ex-
ample, see Frouz et al., 2013b), but also provides C to the
next organism (consumer or predator) in the food web. The
C transfer efficiency, defined as the growth rate of a target
organism over the rate of C entering the food web (Sect. 1.5
in the Supplement), is then expected to be lower than the
CUE of the constituent organisms, as C is lost at each step in
the food web (Fig. 6e). Moreover, antagonistic interactions
in a food web may increase metabolic costs, also lowering
CUE (Toljander et al., 2006). Similar to the organism-level
responses to resource availability, C transfer efficiencies also
tend to be higher in resource-rich environments. For exam-
ple, the fish-to-phytoplankton production ratio is higher un-
der nutrient-rich conditions (Dickman et al., 2008). In soils, a
food web developing on low C : N litter can be more efficient
at retaining C in the system than one developing on high C : N
litter, despite no difference in C input (Frouz et al., 2013a).
In the latter example, it is important to emphasize the role of
soil fauna in mediating this response to nutrient availability
– the presence of macrofauna facilitates the transport of C
towards sites where it can be stabilized (via bioturbation).

Like moving from simple towards more complex organ-
isms or from single individuals to interacting organisms in
food webs, consideration of whole ecosystems also results
in lower C retention capacity compared to individual organ-
isms and communities. Aggregation of processes results in
a lower CUE for a given GPP, in particular when adding
more heterotrophic components (Fig. 2). In fact, including
the contribution of heterotrophic respiration is expected to
decrease ecosystem CUE compared to vegetation CUE be-
cause more of the C taken up by plants is returned to the
atmosphere (Fig. 7; Eq. S4 in the Supplement). The GGE
of vascular plant communities is indeed significantly higher
(≈ 0.4) than the ecosystem CUE (≈ 0.2), and this difference
in efficiency would be even larger if we considered plant
CUE (recall that GGE < CUE; Eq. 6). Ecosystem CUE is also
expected to be lower than the soil C-storage efficiency be-

cause ecosystem CUE is approximately the product of soil
CSE (=NECB / NPP) and vegetation CUE (=NPP / GPP;
Supplement Sect. 1.6). This is not the case in the data pre-
sented in Fig. 7, for which the median soil CSE is signif-
icantly lower than the median ecosystem CUE. This unex-
pected result could be explained by the fact that in agricul-
tural systems such as those we used to estimate soil CSE, soil
disturbance strongly reduces C accumulation compared to a
natural system.

We can also ask how the CUE of individual ecosystem
components affects the overall ecosystem CUE. It could be
argued that with more efficient organisms, the ecosystem-
level CUE would increase, resulting in larger C accumulation
(for soil systems, see Cotrufo et al., 2013). There is indeed
evidence that microbial communities with higher CUE en-
hance soil C storage in terrestrial systems (Kallenbach et al.,
2016). However, decomposers alter the kinetics of decom-
position via extracellular enzymes that are thought to be pro-
duced in proportion to the living biomass (Schimel and Wein-
traub, 2003). As a result of these feedbacks, it is possible
that lower (rather than higher) decomposer CUE increases
ecosystem CUE and thus C-storage potential, as indicated by
empirical studies in boreal forests (Kyaschenko et al., 2017)
and modelling results (Allison et al., 2010; Baskaran et al.,
2017).

Comparing aquatic and terrestrial systems, ecosystem
CUE and soil or sediment CSE exhibit contrasting patterns.
While the CUE of aquatic ecosystems is significantly lower
than that of terrestrial ecosystems (Fig. 6c), the CSE of la-
custrine and marine sediments is significantly higher than
that of soils (Fig. 6d). The first pattern is explained by al-
lochthonous C contributions to respiration (Sect. 4.3). This
explanation should also hold considering that aquatic ecosys-
tem CUE values are calculated from daily fluxes, whereas
terrestrial ecosystem CUE values are calculated from long-
term (inter-annual) mean fluxes. In contrast, the higher CSE
of sediments than of soils can be explained by the often
high sedimentation rate (Calvert et al., 1992) and the rela-
tively short exposure time to oxygen after burial of organic
C (Canfield, 1994; Hedges et al., 1999), whereas most soils
remain aerobic and C-storage capacity may saturate (Stew-
art et al., 2007). Indeed, paddy soils in which respiration
is low due to anaerobic conditions store C more efficiently
(median CSE= 0.07) than other agricultural soils (median
CSE= 0.02; p < 0.05). Moreover, physical losses from soils
(leaching, erosion) are probably larger than for sediments, at
least in stable depositional environments.

Based on these analyses we can conclude that higher lev-
els of biological or ecological organization generally imply
a more open C cycle – this is caused by increasingly costly
structures to maintain complex organisms and by increasing
heterotrophic contributions when assessing the C-storage po-
tential of ecosystems as opposed to primary producers alone.
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Figure 7. Relations between gross primary productivity (GPP) and (a) net primary productivity (NPP) or net ecosystem productivity (NEP),
and (b) between NPP and net ecosystem C balance (NECB) in terrestrial systems. In these plots, CUE corresponds to the slopes of lines
passing through the origin (four are shown for illustration). (c) Comparison of vegetation GGE, whole ecosystem CUE, and soil CSE (see
also Fig. 2). Colour codes are as in Fig. 2. Data sources are described in the Supplement.

4.3 C-use efficiency across spatial and temporal scales

Moving up spatial and temporal scales involves integrating
C exchange rates in space and time. In turn, integrating these
exchange rates essentially averages out the contributions at
the smaller or shorter scales by considering a larger num-
ber of organisms (e.g. populations vs. individuals) or species
(communities vs. populations), a larger spatial domain, and
longer periods of time. This averaging effect generally leads
to a lower CUE than at the smaller scales. As shown in Fig. 3,
CUE is estimated over a range of spatial and temporal scales
depending on the system of interest, which requires us to in-
terpret CUE in the light of averaged C exchange rates at these
scales.

Because organism-level CUE estimates are biased towards
actively growing individuals often isolated in highly con-
trolled conditions, spatial averaging under field conditions,
in which inactive or slowly growing individuals are also
included, results in lower population- or community-level
CUE. In the case of plants, CUE of individuals is on aver-
age around 0.6, whereas in plant communities GGE≈ 0.4
(Fig. 6a). Part of this difference might be attributed to EX
rates that cause CUE > GGE, but other interpretations are
also possible. Quoting Gifford (2003), “The difference may
be an expression mostly of the impact of recurring stresses
and resource limitations and the much greater average age of
plants in the forests than in the controlled environments. Pre-
sumably the respiratory requirement for acquiring water and
nutrients is lower when they are abundantly available” (pp.
179–180). Moreover, antagonistic interactions within com-
munities might increase C costs (Toljander et al., 2006). This
contrast between CUE estimates at individual and commu-
nity scales is not apparent when comparing CUE of micro-
bial isolates and soil microbial communities, which are not
statistically different (CUE≈ 0.45, Fig. 6b). However, CUE
of aquatic microbial communities from our dataset is signif-
icantly lower than that of microbial isolates (CUE≈ 0.25),

despite the occurrence of high values in some communities
(del Giorgio and Cole, 1998). The high CUE of soil microbial
communities could be due to generally higher resource avail-
ability in soils than in aquatic environments, or to amend-
ment of soils with labile compounds that stimulate microbial
activity and mask the contribution of slow-growing organ-
isms (Sinsabaugh et al., 2013).

Integrating C exchange rates through time also tends to
lower CUE with respect to short-term measurements of-
ten conducted after adding labile substrates to heterotrophic
systems (Fig. 5c), or during active growing periods for
plants (Fig. 5e). Instead, long-term CUE (assuming biomass
turnover is correctly accounted for) includes periods of slow
growth due to unsuitable environmental conditions, during
which maintenance costs remain high while growth stag-
nates. As mentioned in Sect. 4.2, this could explain why
long-term CUE of litter microorganisms is lower than mi-
crobial CUE measured over short periods in other systems
(Fig. 6b).

4.4 Interpreting C-use and C-storage efficiencies in
systems with abiotic and anthropogenic C fluxes

Transport processes can decouple local GPP from ecosystem
respiration by feeding heterotrophs with allochthonous C or
removing products of primary productivity before they enter
the decomposition and herbivory pathways. Allochthonous
C can cause relatively large respiration losses even with low
inputs from GPP (Duarte and Prairie, 2005; Hoellein et al.,
2013), resulting in low or negative values of CUE when de-
fined as NEP / GPP. A more useful definition of CUE should
account for allochthonous C inputs, which are however sel-
dom measured (Eq. 10). This pattern is apparent when com-
paring the CUE of terrestrial and inland aquatic ecosystems
(Fig. 6c) – the former being predominantly positive, the lat-
ter being most often strongly negative. Despite inland aquatic
systems having negative ecosystem CUE due to large al-
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lochthonous inputs, marine systems can act as C sinks due to
long-term storage in sediments (with C storage in the range
0.01 %–0.4 % of NPP; Seiter et al., 2005; Falkowski, 2014),
as well as accumulation of dissolved inorganic C.

Physical removal of C also alters the estimated CSE. Be-
cause physical removal reduces the C that can be stored
for a given uptake rate, CSE decreases with increasing abi-
otic losses of C (Fout). When these losses of C are consid-
ered in addition to respiration, CSE decreases with respect
to the ecosystem CUE estimated from biological fluxes, as
shown at the ecosystem- and watershed-scale respectively by
Eqs. (S5) and (S6) in the Supplement. We assessed this ef-
fect using the few available watershed-scale studies in which
organic C losses via leaching and subsequent advection in
surface water bodies were measured. When only the biologi-
cal components are considered, we found an average ecosys-
tem CUE= 0.137, whereas including abiotic C losses leads
to CSE= 0.104 – i.e. a > 30 % reduction in efficiency. Simi-
larly, in marine systems the export of particulate C from the
euphotic zone by particle sinking lowers the potential effi-
ciency of C storage in that zone, while allowing long-term
storage in the sediments (Dunne et al., 2005).

A large fraction of land and of marine systems are man-
aged to extract food and fibre to support a growing human
population (Krausmann et al., 2013). Management of ecosys-
tems has two contrasting effects on CSE, depending on the
balance of harvest removal, improved production, and or-
ganic amendments. On the one hand, extracting harvested
products (Fout > 0) lowers CSE because a lower fraction of
GPP remains in the system. For example, assuming a crop
harvest index ranging from 25 % to 50 % of aboveground
biomass (e.g. Unkovich et al., 2010) and a 30 % allocation
to roots, the percentage of NPP harvested and the corre-
sponding reductions in CSE would range from 17 % to 33 %
(Eq. 10). On the other hand, management may improve CSE
by increasing the production efficiency of vegetation (Cam-
pioli et al., 2015), or involve addition of organic C to fields
(Fin > 0; e.g. manure or biochar). These C amendments in-
crease CSE for given respiration and harvest rates, not only
thanks to their direct effect through Fin but also thanks to in-
direct effects when soil amendments promote plant produc-
tivity. However, this positive effect lessens as the amended
organic C is eventually respired and soil organic C reaches
saturation levels (Stewart et al., 2007).

4.5 Do we need C-use efficiency estimates?

The practical difficulties in estimating CUE at various scales
and the inherent conceptual challenges with its multiple def-
initions beg the question as to whether it is useful to even
discuss CUE. On the one hand, there are theoretical and con-
ceptual advantages for using CUE as a “macroscopic” pa-
rameter characterizing organism or ecosystem metabolism
– even without quantifying the underlying drivers (specific
metabolic pathways, or detailed input and output rates). In

fact, by focusing on the conversion of C into new products
rather than on C fluxes per se, CUE and CSE patterns offer
alternative insights into the inner workings of the processes
regulating the C cycle. On the other hand, full process under-
standing requires identification of these drivers and in such
a case, CUE is merely the result of their combination, and
knowledge of CUE values alone would be of little use.

The CUE is less variable than the rates of C exchange
that define it and therefore allows the comparison of sys-
tems characterized by very different C exchange rates. For
example, respiration and growth rates of microbial commu-
nities roughly double every 10 ◦C increment in temperature,
whereas CUE changes much less – ranging from a 25 % de-
crease for every 10 ◦C temperature increment (Frey et al.,
2013) to no change at all (Dijkstra et al., 2011), depending
on the CUE estimation method. Relatively stable efficien-
cies are particularly useful for modelling purposes, as they
allow us to “close” otherwise open (i.e. undetermined) mass
balance equations. Similarly, while NPP, GPP, and ecosys-
tem respiration vary by 2 orders of magnitude across biomes
(Fernandez-Martinez et al., 2014), CUE values are relatively
more constrained (if we exclude ecosystems with negative
NEP).

Moreover, non-dimensional numbers – such as CUE and
CSE – emerge as key drivers of system dynamics (Vogel,
1998; Buckingham, 1914; Feng et al., 2018). For example,
CUE appears in stoichiometric equations describing nutrient
fluxes in relation to C fluxes (Manzoni et al., 2010; Sterner
and Elser, 2002). In these stoichiometric models, it is often
not necessary to distinguish among various respiration com-
ponents or to define specific kinetic laws for C exchange rates
– a single macroscopic, lumped CUE parameter is sufficient
to describe the balance of growth and respiration. However,
if CUE varies through time or in response to environmental
conditions in complex ways, the advantages of having a sin-
gle lumped parameter may be overcome by a cumbersome
parameterization to describe these effects.

A similar issue arises when implementing biological pro-
cesses that could result in variable CUE in models of soil
biogeochemical processes (Allison et al., 2010; Frey et al.,
2013), the marine C cycle (Dunne et al., 2005), or vegeta-
tion dynamics (Huntingford et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2016).
These models differ widely in the way they parameterize
the C cycle. For some components of the ecosystem, certain
models assume constant CUE values (e.g. CUE of microbial
decomposers), whereas for others, more detailed descriptions
are employed, resulting in flexible CUE (e.g. separating res-
piration components in vegetation) (Gifford, 2003). Empiri-
cally established patterns of variation in CUE thus help iden-
tification of systems and conditions under which CUE is in-
deed stable or, in contrast, when additional processes driving
variable CUE must be accounted for in models. For exam-
ple, if soil biogeochemical models are parameterized using
microbial CUE values obtained from laboratory incubations,
erroneous predictions could be made if those incubations are
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not representative of soils under natural conditions. Apart
from possible scale mismatches between empirical estimates
of CUE and model interpretation, models that assume a sta-
tionary set of metabolic responses could underestimate C re-
tention. This is the case when CUE acclimates and buffers the
consequences of climatic changes by reducing C losses from
the biosphere. In contrast, if changes in CUE amplify bio-
sphere responses – e.g. due to selection of inefficient early-
successional species – these models might underestimate po-
tential feedbacks between the biosphere and global climate.

In addition to the correct attribution of changes in CUE
to processes or environmental conditions, it remains critical
to match the definition of CUE used by empiricists with that
implemented in models. Specifically, are the same biosynthe-
sis components (e.g. biomass increment vs. exudate export)
accounted for in both empirical efficiency estimates and in
the model equations? Are abiotic C exchanges at the ecosys-
tem scale both included in empirical estimates of CSE and
described by models? As CUE and CSE represent emerging
properties of organisms and ecosystems, they are appealing
for model testing, but without a consistent definition, com-
parisons of model outputs and empirical estimates are not
meaningful.

5 Conclusions

We have synthesized definitions of and explored variations
in the efficiency of C use by organisms, communities and
ecosystems, and in the efficiency of C storage in soils and
sediments. This synthesis highlighted conceptual similarities
in the way these efficiencies are defined across disciplines
and some common terminological and interpretation issues.
In particular, the same term CUE (but also other synonyms)
is often used at organism-to-community scales to indicate ac-
tual C-use efficiency (Eq. 5), apparent C-use efficiency (re-
lated but not equal to CUE, Eq. 8), and gross growth ef-
ficiency. This mixed use may cause misinterpretations, as
it is not clear whether turnover and biological products are
included in the CUE calculations. Similarly, at the ecosys-
tem scale the term CUE is used without specifying whether
abiotic and anthropogenic fluxes are accounted for. For im-
proved clarity, we suggest always defining how CUE is es-
timated with particular attention to C exchanges other than
biomass increments and respiration.

Our synthesis shows that turnover deflates apparent CUE
estimates, but not actual CUE calculated as the biosynthesis-
to-C uptake ratio. Improving growing conditions generally
increases CUE and CSE because it promotes growth pro-
cesses over C loss processes. Finally, CUE tends to de-
crease with the level of ecological organization – e.g. from
rapidly growing individual organisms to natural communities
and ecosystems – as less efficient individuals are considered
in communities and more heterotrophic components are se-
quentially added to the system. Because CUE and CSE are

outcomes of a wide spectrum of processes, they are expected
to be flexible and to respond to both biological (e.g. trends
in growth vs. respiration) and physical controls (e.g. C trans-
port and environmental conditions). As such – and provided
that empirical and model definitions of these efficiencies are
consistent – they are useful indices of changes in the C cycle
through time and space and could be employed to benchmark
short-term (in the case of CUE) and long-term predictions
(CSE) of soil and ecosystem models.
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