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Highlights
• Three approaches to calibrate temporal and spatial external models using field observations 

from different numbers of local plots are presented.
• Calibration produced satisfactory results, reducing the mean difference between estimated 

and observed values in 89% of all trials.
• Using few calibration plots, ratio-calibration provided the lowest mean difference.
• Calibration using 20 plots gave comparable results to a local forest inventory.

Abstract
Forest management inventories assisted by airborne laser scanner data rely on predictive models 
traditionally constructed and applied based on data from the same area of interest. However, 
forest attributes can also be predicted using models constructed with data external to where the 
model is applied, both temporal and geographically. When external models are used, many factors 
influence the predictions’ accuracy and may cause systematic errors. In this study, volume, stem 
number, and dominant height were estimated using external model predictions calibrated using a 
reduced number of up-to-date local field plots or using predictions from reparametrized models. 
We assessed and compared the performance of three different calibration approaches for both 
temporally and spatially external models. Each of the three approaches was applied with different 
numbers of calibration plots in a simulation, and the accuracy was assessed using independent 
validation data. The primary findings were that local calibration reduced the relative mean differ-
ence in 89% of the cases, and the relative root mean squared error in 56% of the cases. Differences 
between application of temporally or spatially external models were minor, and when the number 
of local plots was small, calibration approaches based on the observed prediction errors on the 
up-to-date local field plots were better than using the reparametrized models. The results showed 
that the estimates resulting from calibrating external models with 20 plots were at the same level 
of accuracy as those resulting from a new inventory.
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1 Introduction

Modern forest management inventories (FMI) rely on predictive models of stand attributes that 
are dependent on metrics calculated from airborne laser scanning (ALS). Field measurements and 
ALS data are typically acquired the same year within the geographical boundaries of each spe-
cific FMI, and the prediction models are constructed and applied specifically for each FMI. This 
ensures that metrics from the same ALS instrument are used for both model construction and in 
the prediction phase. Ideally, the models should be constructed with field data that cover the range 
of the stand attributes in the population to avoid extrapolation in the prediction phase, which may 
lead to systematic prediction errors for the extreme values of the population. Furthermore, models 
constructed with field- and ALS data from a different population are prone to produce predictions 
with systematic errors across the whole range of the target population.

Several studies have shown that the properties of ALS point clouds vary between acquisitions 
due to several factors related to the sensor such as output energy of the laser, detection method of 
the reflected energy, or pulse width (Næsset 2009). The instrument algorithms used to detect and 
trigger a return will also influence the properties of the point cloud (Wagner et al. 2004). Further-
more, it has been shown that acquisition parameters such as flying altitude, scan angle, or pulse 
repetition frequency (PRF) also affect the point cloud properties (Hopkinson 2007; Morsdorf et 
al. 2007). For example, changes in PRFs can affect the pulse penetration into the canopy and may 
therefore cause shifts in the canopy height distributions, and higher flight altitude may decrease 
the proportion of pulses with multiple returns (Næsset 2004)

Another factor that can introduce noise in ALS-based inventories is variations of forest 
structure, e.g., the shape of stems and tree crowns (Ørka et al. 2010). Growth conditions that affect 
forest structure and allometry vary between different geographical regions because of variations 
in local climate and soil properties. In the context of area-based FMIs as described here, it means 
that the structural signatures of the ALS point clouds from forests of identical volumes, biomass, 
mean heights, etc., can be different. Thus, predictions by means of a model constructed on data 
from outside the target population (external model) might yield systematic prediction errors.

Despite apparent challenges, external models can be beneficial, for example, when suf-
ficient field data for model construction is lacking for an area where an inventory is carried out. 
It is also an alternative to either reduce or omit the collection of field data in the area of interest 
to reduce the total cost of the inventory if relevant external models are available. However, such 
strategies require documentation of suitability of the external model for the target population or 
field observations within the target population to be used for verification or calibration purposes.

Several studies have assessed the effect of including field observations from the target popu-
lation to obtain more accurate predictions from models mainly constructed on external data. Latifi 
and Koch (2012) explored the potential of using data from an auxiliary inventory to provide esti-
mates of volume, above-ground biomass, and stem number. They combined the auxiliary inventory 
plots (120) with varying numbers of sample plots drawn from the target population (0 to 200 plots) 
using random forest and most similar neighbors. They concluded that the inclusion of plots from 
the target population improved the predictions and reduced the systematic errors. Kotivuori et al. 
(2016) tested the effect on prediction accuracy of nationwide models if they were calibrated with 
regional plots using mixed-effects modeling. Overall, local calibration improved the predictions 
for all inventory areas included in their study. Kotivuori et al. (2018) fitted new nationwide models 
for stem volume and examined different calibration scenarios to minimize the errors caused by 
geographical variation in forest structure. They applied calibration of the national model with 1) 
additional predictor variables describing local climate and forest conditions, 2) the 200 geographi-
cally nearest sample plots from other inventory projects, and 3) ratios between volume estimates 
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from the multi-source national forest inventory of Finland and uncalibrated estimates for the target 
inventory area. The best calibration scenario was obtained by adding degree days, the standard 
deviation of precipitation, and the proportion of birch as additional variables in the nationwide 
model. All these studies focused on spatially external models and showed that calibration using 
local information improved their performance. Most of the studies combined many plots from the 
target area with external plots in the model construction. However, the accuracy of calibrated pre-
dictions did not outperform those that resulted from using models calibrated entirely on local data.

The benefit of external models is undeniable if they achieve higher accuracy than an ordinary 
local ALS inventory. However, even though external models might not perform as well as models 
constructed on local data, their application might still be beneficial. Since field data collection 
is a costly part of an FMI, reducing or even omitting it for the target population will reduce the 
total costs (Breidenbach et al. 2008; Suvanto and Maltamo 2010). External models are a viable 
option if this cost reduction exceeds the cost of potentially having inferior inventory information 
that leads to poorer management decisions (Mäkinen et al. 2012; Ruotsalainen et al. 2019). The 
local plots can be used together with external plots to construct a model used for prediction, or 
the local plots can be used to estimate and correct the systematic error that might arise from an 
entirely external model.

This study aimed to use a limited number of local plot observations to estimate systematic 
errors and calibrate external model predictions. We analyze three different calibration strategies 
applied to spatially and temporally external models. Our forest attributes of interest were volume, 
stem number, and dominant height. The external models were applied in three target areas and 
calibrations were carried out using different numbers of local plots. The predictions were aggre-
gated to estimates for small stands, and accuracy and precision were evaluated by assessing the 
differences between estimates and field reference values. We assessed the effect of calibration by 
comparing the results against the uncalibrated predictions. Finally, we compared the results against 
those of ordinary ALS inventories from the respective target areas and assessed the success by the 
frequency of the calibration approaches improving the results.

2 Materials

2.1 Study areas

The study was conducted within three districts in boreal forest in southeastern Norway: Nordre 
Land, Krødsherad, and Hole, hereafter referred to as districts A, B, and C, respectively (Fig. 1). 
The distance between the districts range between 39 and 102 km, and all three belong to the same 
climate zone. The main tree species in districts A and B are Norway spruce (Picea abies [L.] Karst.) 
and Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris L.), and district C is a Norway spruce-dominated area. The altitudes 
above sea level range from 130 to 900 m.

2.2 Field measurements

Field data were collected as part of operational forest management inventories carried out during 
the years 2002, 2003, and 2005 (labeled T1) for districts A, B, and C, respectively, and as part 
of remeasurements of the same areas during 2016 (district B) and 2017 (districts A, B, and C) 
(labeled T2).

The dominant tree species, site productivity classes (SI), age, and development class were 
interpreted from aerial images for each district. Based on the photo interpretation, stands were 
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delineated and stratified, and circular training plots were spatially distributed according to strati-
fied systematic sampling designs at T1. The same training plots were re-measured at T2. Due to 
differences in the stratification criteria between the districts, we limited the scope of this study to 
mature stands dominated by pine or spruce, which were common for all districts.

Apart from the training plots used for modelling, the study also comprised validation plots 
for each district. For districts A and C, validation plots were circular with size 1000 m2 and each of 
them was concentric to one of the training plots. For district B, the plots were quadratic with size 
~3720 m2 (61 × 61 m) with locations independent of the training plots. Table 1 shows an overview 
of the number and size of plots for the different districts.

Fig. 1. Location of the three districts used in the study: Nordre Land (A), Krødsherad (B), and Hole (C).

Table 1. Overview of the districts (A, B, and C) and their measured plots used in the study at two points in time (T1 
and T2).

Training plot T1 Training plot T2 Validation plot T2
District Elev. Year n ps P Year n ps P n ps P

A 140–900 2003 193 250 0.73 2017 170 250 0.64 25 1000 0.28
B 130–660 2001 74 232.9 0.39 2016/17 75 232.9 0.35 43 3721 0.44
C 240–480 2005 78 250 1 2017 43 250 1 22 1000 1

Elev. = elevation above sea level (m); n = number of plots; ps = plot size (m2); P = proportion of spruce-dominated plots.
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On each training plot, trees with diameter at breast height (dbh) ≥ 10 cm, were calipered. 
Sample trees were selected for the pure purpose of measuring tree heights and the heights were 
measured using a Vertex hypsometer. Sample trees were selected with a probability proportional 
to stem basal area using a relascope. The sampling intensity was proportional to the reciprocal of 
stand basal area so that approximately 10 trees per plot would be selected for height measurements. 
On plots with fewer than 10 trees, all trees were selected as sample trees. For circular validation 
plots, tree measurements were similar to those of the training plots. In district B, where the valida-
tion plots were square, the dbh measurements were as described above, but the selection of sample 
trees was carried out according to the accumulation of basal area in 2-cm diameter classes during 
dbh measurements.

Field measurements were used to calculate plot-level dominant height (Ho), stem number 
per hectare (N), and volume per hectare (V). We predicted the volume and height for all calipered 
trees employing ratio estimation (Cochran 1977, p. 151) as described in Ørka et al. (2018). Ho was 
calculated as the mean predicted height of the n largest trees according to dbh, where n was calcu-
lated as 100 × (plot size/hectare). At T2, field and ALS data were acquired at different years. Field 
data were back-casted using a correction factor (de Lera Garrido et al. 2020) to match the value at 
the time point of the ALS acquisition. A summary of the ground reference data is shown in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. Box plots showing the distribution of the field plot attributes per district (dominant heigh (Ho), volume 
(V), and stem number (N)) for the training plots measured at two points in time (T1 and T2) and the validation 
plots measured at T2. The mean value is indicated with a red dot.
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2.3 Airborne laser scanning data

ALS data were acquired under leaf-on conditions at two points in time for all districts. Table 2 
shows the applied instruments and acquisition parameters. Following standard routines, the ini-
tial ALS processing was carried out by the contractors. The ALS returns were first classified into 
ground and non-ground returns, and then terrain surface models were created from the ground 
returns using a triangular irregular network (TIN). The height above the TIN was then calculated 
for each of the non-ground returns.

For consistency between the acquisitions and because the heights above the TIN of the last 
returns are more affected by the ALS instrument properties than the heights of the first returns 
(Næsset 2005), we computed ALS metrics from the first return category only. This category includes 
“first of many” and “single” returns. We calculated canopy height ALS metrics for each plot using 
returns with a height value > 2 m. The metrics were percentiles of the height distributions (H10, 
H20, …, H90), the arithmetic mean height (Hmean), maximum height (Hmax), standard devia-
tion (Hsd), and coefficient of variation (Hcv) of return heights. For the canopy density metrics, we 
divided the vertical range between 2 m and the 95th percentile into 10 bins of equal length. Then 
we calculated the density metrics (D0, D1, ..., D9) as the proportion of returns above the lower 
limit of each bin and the total number of returns.

For prediction purposes and to match the size of the training plots, we divided the validation 
plots into smaller segments. In districts A and C, this division was into quadrants of 250 m2 each. 
In district B, the segments were 16 squares of approximately 15.26 m × 15.26 m. ALS metrics 
were calculated for prediction purposes for each individual segment.

Table 2. Summary of ALS instrument specifications and flight acquisition parameter settings for the different 
districts (A, B and C).

District year Instrument Mean flying  
altitude (m)

Pulse repetition  
frequency (kHz)

Scanning  
frequency (Hz)

Mean point  
density (pts m–2)

First acquisition (T1)

A 2003 Optech ALTM 1233 800 33 40 1
B 2001 Optech ALTM 1210 650 10 30 1
C 2005 Optech ALTM 3100  2000 50 38 1

Second acquisition (T2)

A 2016 Riegl LMS Q-1560  2900 400 100 4
B 2016 Riegl LMS Q-1560  1300 534 115 12
C 2016 Riegl LMS Q-1560 1300 534 115 10



7

Silva Fennica vol. 56 no. 2 article id 10695 · de Lera Garrido et al. · Estimating forest attributes in airborne laser …

3 Methods

Fig. 3 summarizes graphically the main analysis performed in the methodology and explained in 
the following sections.

3.1	Differences	in	the	forest	attribute	cumulative	distribution	between	districts

Before using an external model, an assessment of the similarity between reference and target sites 
should be made, although this is not always possible using observed field data. However, prior 
knowledge of tree species distribution and factors that affect tree allometry should be considered. 
Although the three districts in this study are in geographically proximity and belong to the same 
climatic region, we tested the similarity of the different field data sets with a two-sample Kolmogo-
rov-Smirnov test (KS) that analyzed if two underlying distributions are the same. We compared the 
empirical cumulative distribution functions of each forest attribute in all datasets, and we calculated 
the maximum vertical distance (D) between the cumulative distributions of the datasets. KS test 
returns the p-value of the test to determine if the two distributions differ significantly.

3.2 External models

To predict Ho, N, and V, we constructed two types of external models: 1) models labeled “tempo-
ral models” constructed on data from each district at T1 to be applied at T2 in the same district; 
and 2) models labeled “spatial models” constructed on data from district A at T2 to be applied in 
districts B and C at T2. We decided to construct the spatial external model from district A because 
this district was the one capturing the widest range of variation of the forest attributes included in 
this study. Although models combining temporally and spatially external data could have also been 
carried out, we decided to compare the use of the two types of data sources exclusively.

Fig. 3. Flowchart showing the main analysis of the methodology to calibrate forest attribute predictions from external 
models.
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The models were constructed using an automatic procedure. To select the explanatory 
variables, we first created linear models for each forest attribute, for which both response and 
explanatory variables (ALS metrics) were log-transformed. We performed a variable search with 
the stepwise algorithm ‘regsubsets’ from the leaps package in R (Lumley and Miller 2020), and 
we limited the maximum number of explanatory variables to three. In addition to the maximum of 
three ALS metrics, a dummy variable (ts), representing dominant tree species (pine: ts = 0, spruce: 
ts = 1), was added to the models constructed for districts A and B.

The resulting alternative linear models for each response, district, and inventory occasion 
were ranked according to the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) after models with variance 
inflation factor greater than 5 had been discarded. The explanatory variables of the linear log-log 
models with the lowest BIC were used on the original scale as explanatory variables for construct-
ing nonlinear models. The nonlinear models (Eq. 1) were then fitted using the ‘nls’ function with 
the Gauss-Newton algorithm from the stats package, using the model coefficient estimates of the 
corresponding linear log-log models as starting values. Finally, residuals plots were used to visu-
ally check that heteroscedasticity was not a major problem.

y a b c ts� � �� � �� � �� � �
0 41 2 3 1( )

where y is the response variable, a, b, and c are the selected explanatory variables, β0, β1, β2, β3 and 
β4 are the parameters to be estimated, ts is the dummy variable and ε the error term.

3.3 Calibration approaches

We applied three common calibration approaches that only required the external model, not the 
external field information, to eliminate or reduce the potential systematic deviations of using 
external models. For all approaches (explained below), different numbers of field training plots 
(in this context labeled “calibration plots”) were used to perform the calibration. Calibration plots 
were selected using simple random sampling with replacement. For each approach and number of 
plots used, the procedure was repeated 1000 times with an independent sample drawn each time. 
For consistency between all districts, the number of calibration plots ranged between 10 and 60, 
even in district C which only had 43 plots measured at T2. However, we accounted for this limita-
tion by using sampling with replacement. In districts A and B, the proportions of pine- and spruce 
dominated plots for the selection were forced to be equal, i.e., 50% for each.

In the approaches labeled C1 and C2, predictions were calibrated using the observed predic-
tion errors of the external models on the calibration plots. For C1 ratios (r) between field references 
and predictions of the calibration plots were calculated and used as multiplicators to the external 
predictions on the validation plots. For C2 linear prediction models for the field reference values 
were constructed with the external prediction as explanatory variable.

In C1, we estimated r according to the principle of «ratio-of-means» (Cochran, 1977, p. 151) 
as the ratio between the sum of observed and predicted values. The corrected predictions          were 
then calculated as:

where    is the uncalibrated prediction using the external model.
In C2, the prediction model for the field-observed response (y) with the external prediction   

(   ) as the explanatory variable was specified as:

ˆ ˆ (2)cy r y 

ˆ( )cy

ŷ

ŷ
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where α0 and α1 are parameters to be determined by regression analysis and ε is the error term. 
Corrected predictions      for the validation plots were calculated as:

In the third approach (labeled C3), the calibration plots were used to construct models using 
the explanatory variables already selected for the external model. In this reparameterization, we 
preserved the mathematical form of the external model and the explanatory variables but updated 
the model parameters. The rationale for applying this approach was that the explanatory vari-
ables used in the external model were selected on data sets large enough that sufficiently enables 
a proper variable selection. Thus, we assumed that although the temporal and spatial differences 
affect the model’s validity, the explanatory variables would still be appropriate. Therefore, using 
a reduced number of calibration plots to update the model coefficients could be sufficient to cor-
rect the estimates.

3.4	New	inventory

To compare with the calibrated predictions, we constructed new local prediction models (labeled 
NI) using different numbers of training plots from T2 (from 10 to 60). We used simple random 
selection with replacement for the model construction, and we repeated the procedure 1000 times 
for each district, performing a new automatic variable selection in each iteration. The rationale 
for using selection with replacement was, as for the calibration approaches, to allow for greater 
variation between samples of each iteration in the simulation. An ordinary FMI typically uses 
between 40 and 50 field plots per stratum (Næsset 2014). In our most comprehensive alternative, 
we used 60 plots (30 per stratum) because we wanted to keep the same number of plots used in the 
calibration approaches. Even if the number is smaller than in an ordinary inventory, we consider 
that the inventory constructed with 60 plots (denoted NI60) resembles a new ordinary inventory 
and can be used as a benchmark.

3.5 Accuracy assessment

The models were applied to the validation plots to obtain estimates of Ho, V, and N. Then, we 
calculated and assessed the accuracy and precision of the external models for both the uncalibrated 
predictions and after applying the calibration procedures.

The predictions for the segments of the validation plots were aggregated to estimates as 
means of the quadrants of the circular plots (districts A and C) or means of the 16 squares (district 
B). To assess the accuracy and precision, the relative mean difference (MD%) and the relative root 
mean squared error (RMSE%) were calculated,

0 1 ˆ (3)y y     

0 1ˆ ˆ (4)cy y   

ˆ( )y

 1

1

1 ˆ
% 100 (5)

1

n
i ii

n
ii

y y
nMD

y
n
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where n is the number of validation plots, yi is the field reference value of either Ho, V or N for 
plot i, assumed to be acquired without error, and     is the estimated value for plot i.

For the uncalibrated predictions of the external models, we applied an ordinary bootstrap 
resampling with 1000 replicates. For each resample of validation plots, new MD% and RMSE% 
values are calculated, and with the distribution of the obtained statistics, we construct the nonpara-
metric 95% confidence interval (CI).

Although MD% and RMSE% are widely applied uncertainty metrics, for a more detailed 
description of the uncertainty, we constructed as a complementary measure a linear parametric 
error model (Eq. 7), with the estimated       and observed (y) values as dependent and explanatory 
variables, respectively. The parameter estimates of such models describe and quantify the error 
structures concisely and illustrate how the error components vary across the field reference values 
(Persson and Ståhl 2020). The model was fitted with ordinary least squares regression and consisted 
of three parameters (λ0, λ1, and εm) that describes the error structure of the plot level estimates. λ0 
represents the systematic error, λ1 represents how the error varies across the range of field refer-
ence values (it can be considered a scaling factor), and the size of the random error terms, εm can 
be quantified by their standard deviation (σεm).

The median values of the 1000 individual values of MD%, RMSE% from the simulations, were 
used to assess the accuracy of the calibration approaches and NI. The median of the parameters of the 
error structure model were also calculated. They were labeled MD RMSE m%, %, , , ,�� � � �� � ��0 1 and

respectively. Since the validation plots were not independent from the calibration plots in districts 
A and C, we performed leave-one-out cross-validations (loocv) for these areas.

Finally, to compare the results from the calibration approaches against a new ordinary inven-
tory, we calculated the percentages of cases where the calibration improved the results of NI60. We 
grouped the results in different ways (e.g., considering each approach individually or all approaches 
as a whole). The percentages were relative to the total number of approaches considered, which 
differs between the different ways of grouping the results. The percentage of cases where the results 
were improved were labeled “success rate.”

4 Results

4.1	Differences	in	the	forest	attribute	cumulative	distribution	between	districts

Table 3 shows the distances (D) between the empirical distributions of the field data and the cor-
responding p-values estimated by the two-sample KS test. p-values < 0.05 indicate that D is large 
enough to consider the two distributions to be different. The largest D values were found for dis-
trict A with a p-value < 0.05 for the forest attributes Ho (T1 and T2) and V (T1), showing that the 
populations differ in median, variability, or the shape of the distribution. For the rest, the KS test 
showed no significant differences between the distribution for the two pairs of samples.

 21

1

1 ˆ
% 100 (6)

1

n
i ii

n
ii

y y
nRMSE

y
n
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4.2 Accuracy of the uncalibrated external models

Between one and three response variables were selected for the external models, always one height 
metric and in addition one or two density metrics. The accuracies obtained in the model valida-
tion of the external models (uncalibrated predictions) are shown in Table 4. Independent of the 
district and type of external model, the smallest values of MD% and RMSE%, were obtained for 
the Ho models, and the largest for the models for N. The 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals 
were relatively wide for both MD% and RMSE%, especially for N and V. In eight of 15 cases the 
confidence intervals of the MD% included zero. Values of λ1 ranged from 0.52 to 1.11, where V 

Table 3. Results of the two-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test between the training field plots measured at two points 
in time (T1 and T2) and the validation plots measured at T2 in the three districts (A, B and C).

Validation district A (T2) Validation district B (T2) Validation district C (T2)
District Statistic H V N H V N H V N

A (T1) D 0.39 0.28 0.22
p-value 0.002 0.04 0.22

A (T2) D 0.36 0.24 0.26 0.14 0.17 0.12 0.13 0.20 0.18
p-value 0.005 0.14 0.10 0.43 0.22 0.69 0.86 0.41 0.55

B (T1) D 0.19 0.21 0.21
p-value 0.25 0.14 0.20

B (T2) D 0.17 0.15 0.10
p-value 0.37 0.51 0.93

C (T1) D 0.22 0.28 0.19
p-value 0.38 0.14 0.52

C (T2) D 0.08 0.24 0.15
p-value 1 0.37 0.88

Table 4. Selected predictors and validation results for temporally and spatially externally models for Ho, V and N. 
RMSE% and relative mean difference of predictions (MD%) with corresponding 95% confidence intervals (CIRMSE, 
CIMD), and error model parameters (λ0, λ1, and σεm) were calculated after application of the models on validation data-
sets from districts A, B, and C.

Predictors* RMSE% CIRMSE MD% CIMD λ0 λ1 σεm

Temporal

A Ho H90, D0 8.3 5.8, 10.9 –2.0 –5.1, 1 7.0 0.7 1.5
V H70, D0 22.6 16.1, 29.1 9.1 –0.1, 17.4 90.8 0.8 62.0
N Hmax, D0, D9 25.8 19.0, 33.1 2.1 –8.4, 12.4 267.5 0.6 135.0

B Ho H90, D5 5.1 3.7,6.5 0.4 –1.2, 1.9 4.1 0.8 0.9
V H80, D0 15.6 9.8, 22.0 5.1 0.6, 9.6 49.7 0.9 37.0
N H80, D1 26.8 19.2, 34.8 –7.1 –13.9, –0.1 320.8 0.5 125.8

C Ho H90, D0, D7 4.5 3.3, 5.8 2.0 0.3, 3.8 2.3 0.9 0.8
V H40, D4 19.0 11.7, 26.9 5.9 –2.2, 14 52.5 0.9 44.4
N H90, D4 25.1 17.5, 34 –9.9 –18.1, –1.7 285.3 0.5 100.3

Spatial

B Ho H90 5.3 3.8, 6.7 1.5 –0.1, 3.1 5.2 0.8 0.7
V H90, D0, D8 21.2 14.1, 28.9 11.4 6.5, 16.6 1.7 1.1 46.6
N Hmax, H30, D0 26.0 17.4, 34.4 12.5 4.3, 20.1 266.8 0.8 158.8

C Ho H90 5.0 3.5, 6.6 –0.5 –2.3, 2.0 4.1 0.8 0.8
V H90, D0, D8 19.8 10.5, 29.1 4.7 –3.3, 12.4 48.9 0.9 46.0
N Hmax, H30, D0 26.3 18.5, 34.6 15.5 5.5, 25.4 291.7 0.8 145.9

* H30, H40, H70, H80 and H90 = 30, 40, 70, 80 and 90 percentiles of the laser canopy heights; Hmax = maximum laser canopy height; 
D0, D1, … D9 = canopy densities corresponding to the proportions of laser returns above each bin # 0, 1, … 9, respectively, to total 
number of returns (see text).
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was the attribute with λ1 values closest to 1. Overall, without calibration, the predictions using the 
temporally external models were more accurate than those obtained using the spatially external 
models. Only in district C the MD% of the predictions of the spatially external model (H and V) 
indicated better accuracy compared to the temporally external predictions.

4.3	Accuracy	of	the	calibrations	approaches	and	new	inventory	with	different	number	
of calibration plots

For each district and forest attribute, the MD% and RMSE% based on the calibration approaches 
and NI are presented as separate graphical figures. Figs. 4–6 show examples for each district and 
forest attribute, and the rest of the figures can be found in Supplementary file S1, available at 
https://doi.org/10.14214/sf.10695. Each figure displays the distributions of MD% and RMSE% 
from the 1000 iterations as boxplots for each number of calibration plots used. Results from the 
different approaches are displayed in different colors, and the mean relative difference obtained 
from uncalibrated predictions using external models as horizontal dashed lines with the corre-
sponding bootstrapped 95% CI as a colored area around the respective lines. Due to outliers and 
to have a better visualization of the boxplots, the figures are not displayed in their full extent. This 
visualization choice did not affect the underlying data.

The results showed that the calibration, even with a small number of calibration plots, 
improved the accuracy of the predictions of the external models. With only 10 calibration plots, 
MD%  improved and was closer to zero. However, in some cases and independently of the number 
of plots used, the uncalibrated external model was the best (see Fig. 4). Overall, the interquartile 
range of the boxplots were inside the CIs of the uncalibrated predictions of the external models, 
and with increasing number of calibration plots, the precision was improved as indicated by more 
narrow ranges of the boxplots and a decreasing number of outliers. For the calibration approach 

Fig. 4. MD% and RMSE% distributions from 1000 iterations in simulations of different calibration approaches (as 
boxplots) using external prediction models of dominant height in district B. The MD% (upper panel) and RMSE% 
(lower panel) of uncalibrated external predictions are displayed with dashed lines (blue = spatial, red = temporal) with 
corresponding confidence intervals displayed as colored areas around the respective lines.

https://doi.org/10.14214/sf.10695
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Fig. 5. MD% (upper) and RMSE% (lower) distributions from 1000 iterations in simulations of different calibration ap-
proaches (as boxplots) using external prediction models of volume in district C. The uncalibrated external predictions 
are displayed with dashed lines (blue = spatial, red = temporal) with the corresponding confidence intervals as colored 
areas around the respective lines.

Fig. 6. MD% and RMSE% distributions from 1000 iterations in simulations of different calibration approaches (as 
boxplots) using external prediction models of stem number in district C. The MD% (upper panel) and RMSE% (lower 
panel) of uncalibrated external predictions are displayed with dashed lines (blue = spatial, red = temporal) with cor-
responding confidence intervals displayed as colored areas around the respective lines.
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C1, the RMSE%  and MD%  remained relatively constant independent of the number of plots used 
for calibration. In contrast, with the other approaches and in particular with C3 and NI, the values 
decreased with increasing number of calibration plots until a point where they levelled off. For C3, 
there were also examples where the distribution of MDs indicated very low precision (see Figs. 6, 
S4, S5), especially for low number of calibration plots.

The parameters of the error structure model (λ0, λ1, and σεm) were also studied for the dif-
ferent numbers of calibration plots. Although the results are not displayed, the same effects as men-
tioned above was observed; the precision improved with increasing number of calibration plots, but 
irrespective of approach, beyond 20 calibration plots, the median values remained fairly constant.

4.4	Comparison	of	the	calibration	approaches	against	the	benchmark	new	inventory

Table 5 displays the results of the simulated estimates of Ho, V, and N from NI60 and the cor-
responding estimates originating from the predictions using the different calibration approaches 
with 20 plots, which constitute a significant reduction in the field work compared to an ordinary 
FMI. The results presented in the table are summarized in the text referring to the success rate that 
indicates the percentage of cases where the results of NI60 were improved.

In general, for MD%  considering the three forest attributes over the three districts, at least 
one calibration approach improved the accuracy in eight of the nine cases (success rate of 89%). 
If each calibration approach is considered separately over all forest attributes and districts (45 
cases), the success rate was 76%. The calibration of V most frequently improved MD%  (87% for 
15 cases), followed by Ho (73%) and N (67%). Distributed on the different districts, the success 
rate was 44% for district A (9 cases), whereas the corresponding values for districts B and C (18 
cases) were 94% and 72%, respectively. In quantitative terms, the best calibration result for MD%  
was obtained for N, for which the calibration reduced MD%  6 percentage points.

In the corresponding assessment for RMSE% , the improvement of the calibration approaches 
was less pronounced. The results showed a success rate of 56% for the three forest attributes over 
all districts, where at least one of the calibration approaches improved RMSE% . Considering each 
calibration approach, over all forest attributes and districts, the success rate was 36%. Furthermore, 
the ranking among the forest attributes in terms of success rates were different from the result for 
MD% . For RMSE%  the success rates for N, V, and Ho were 60%, 33%, and 13%, respectively. 
For the different districts, it was again in district B where an improvement from calibration was 
most frequent (44%), followed by district C (39%) and district A (11%). In quantitative terms, the 
best calibration result for RMSE%  was obtained for N with a reduction of 3 percentage points 
compared to the NI60.

Considering the success rates of the different approaches separately, there were no differences 
between C1 and C2 neither in MD%  (73%) nor RMSE%  (40%). However, C3 was different with 
an 80% success rate for MD%  and 20% for RMSE% . There were only marginal differences in 
in the success rates of the results originating from temporally and spatially external models, both 
for MD%  and RMSE% .

An assessment of the parameters of the error models λ0, λ1, and σεm, related to the different 
calibration approaches, showed that λ0, the parameter representing the systematic error, was better 
(i.e., closer to zero) comparing all calibration approaches to the NI60 in 47% of the cases. Overall, 
at least one calibration approach reduced the systematic error in 89% of the cases. Regarding the 
different forest attributes, the success rate was largest for N (53%), followed by V (47%) and Ho 
(40%). As for MD%  and RMSE% , the success rate was largest related to district B also for λ0. 
The improvement in the slope of the error model (λ1) was < 30% independently if we consider 
the calibration approaches separately or as a whole.
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5 Discussion

This study compared three calibration approaches to improve stand estimates of three forest 
attributes using external models in area-based forest inventories. Calibration was performed with 
plots measured concurrently with ALS-data at the time of the inventory, and the same plots were 
additionally used to construct new up-to-date models. The current study is not the first to dem-
onstrate the use of calibration plots to improve the accuracy of predictions in external models. 
However, unlike most other studies, we provide results from different calibration approaches and 
with independent validation data. Furthermore, different number of calibration plots were utilized 
with each of the calibration approaches to quantify the effects of various plot numbers. The use of 
both temporally and spatially external models was explored.

The general observation was that calibration to adapt predictions from external models to 
local conditions was useful. It is well known that external models can produce systematic errors 
(Hou et al. 2017) because they are applied outside their range of validity. However, it is impossible 
to know the performance of a specific external model in advance. Local calibration can provide 
insight into the model’s performance and reduce the possible systematic error. This agrees with the 
results of several previous studies (Kotivuori et al. 2018; Korhonen et al. 2019; van Ewijk et al. 
2020), which concluded that calibration is effective and provide similar results to those obtained 
with a conventional ALS inventory in which linking models between field and ALS data were 
constructed entirely on concurrent data.

In our study, local calibration with a reduced number of plots (say, <20) seemed to yield 
more consistent results over the different districts and forest variables than the NI. The effects of 
the calibrations were not as pronounced for Ho as for V and N. For Ho, the calibration was even 
detrimental in some cases, which in practice means that the external models for this variable 
already performed well without calibration. The effect of the calibration relative to the uncali-
brated predictions can be observed in Figs. 4–6 and Suppl. file S1, and the effect of using 20 plots 
for calibration in relation to NI60 can be observed in Table 5. One reason for the relatively small 
rate of improvement for Ho in particular, is that models for Ho most frequently include a large 
height percentile as explanatory variable, which is less affected by sensor effect and flying altitude 
compared to smaller height percentiles and many other metrics representing density and height 
variation (Næsset 2009). Height was also the forest attribute most successfully predicted using an 
external model by van Ewijk et al. (2020) and Toivonen et al. (2021).

The different calibration approaches produced slightly different results. Generally, the 
performances of C1 and C2 were similar because they used the calibration plots similarly. Both 
approaches assume that the external model captures the main trends in the relationship between 
the forest attributes and the laser variables, but some shifts need to be accounted for. In theory, 
the C2 should be more flexible since it allows for an offset in addition to the multiplier applied to 
the predicted value (see Eq. 4). In fact, the ratio should only be used if the relationship between 
the auxiliary information (here the uncalibrated external prediction) and the true value is linear 
and passes through the origin (Johnson 2000; Lohr 2019). In our study, we could not find large 
differences between C1 and C2 in terms of performance. However, for a small number of plots, 
the simulations with the C1 approach indicated better accuracy and precision than C2. Thus, the 
potential increased flexibility of C2 seems to be a disadvantage when a small number of plots is 
used. The result is consistent with the simulation study of Paglinawan and Barrios (2016), where 
the performances of regression- and ratio estimators were compared for different distributions of 
the auxiliary variable. They concluded that the ratio is less prone to be biased for small samples 
of the auxiliary variable, which in our case is the predicted values from the external model. It will 
also most frequently yield a smaller standard deviation of the differences between the observed 
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and estimated values. These effects are more pronounced if the auxiliary variable is heterogene-
ously distributed, which may be the case for small samples of calibration plots selected randomly.

The results of the C3-approach, by which the external models were re-parameterized, differed 
in some cases considerably from the other two approaches, being less precise and accurate with 
small sample sizes. The reason is that the properties of the selected plots influence this approach 
more than the others. The probability for samples to cover the population variation generally 
increase with size, and models based on small samples might therefore be poor and might result 
in poor estimates (as observed in Fig. 5 or 6 in both C3 and NI). Moreover, the results from refit-
ting the spatially external model (C3) for stem number in district C (Fig. 6) were poor even when 
many calibration plots were used. This indicates that the variable selection of the spatially exter-
nal model is important, and in this case, it was not optimal. Forcing explanatory variables into a 
model might yield poor predictions as in Fig. 6. The fact that this effect is most pronounced for N 
is not surprising, as this forest attribute usually has a low correlation to the laser metrics (Woods 
et al. 2011). Because of this, the optimal selection of explanatory variables may vary considerably 
between cases. Choosing metrics that are less affected by differences on the point cloud properties, 
might yield models applicable for greater ranges of conditions. In this specific case, it was a better 
alternative to fit a new model even with very few plots. However, in many other cases (Figs. 4, 
S1–S4), C3 gives more precise results than NI. To avoid the effects observed in Fig. 6, NI or the 
other calibration approaches seem a safer choice compared to C3.

The performance of each calibration approach may vary depending on how the calibration 
plots are measured (i.e., different field measurement protocols) and their distribution over the 
area, which agrees with Kotivuori et al. (2016). In our study field protocols were the same, but we 
were limited by the fixed plot positions established at T1. Since the composition of the forest had 
changed between T1 and T2 as a result of growth, harvests and other management decisions, the 
plot positions might not properly represent the entire population at T2. Plot positions purposely 
selected to cover the range of values of the y-variables would most likely have improved the results. 
Moreover, we selected the calibration plots randomly. A restriction to ensure a selection of plots 
across the range of the forest attributes could have reduced the random variation of our simulation 
results. In an operational inventory where new plots need to be placed, a viable option could be 
to use the laser data actively (Hawbaker et al. 2009; Maltamo et al. 2011) by choosing positions 
based on wall-to-wall forest height and density information from ALS-metrics.

Concerning the necessary number of calibration plots, our results correspond with Latifi and 
Koch (2012). There is a point at which adding more calibration plots does not seem to improve the 
MD% , which also indicates that calibration cannot eliminate all systematic deviations. In our case, 
the point where the improvement of MD%  leveled off occurred around 20–30 plots. However, it 
is hard to generalize, and this number will differ depending on the forest attribute under study, the 
properties area, and calibration approach.

Temporally external models have the advantage over spatially external models by being 
constructed within the actual area of interest. Therefore, there is a higher probability that the 
properties of the forest where the models were constructed coincides with where they will apply 
(Yates et al. 2018). However, due to the rapid development of technology, the ALS instruments 
will be upgraded and replaced between the inventories (typically 15–20 years). To a certain degree, 
different ALS instruments always produce point clouds with different properties that will affect 
the ALS metrics. Thus, the use of temporally external models is disadvantageous regarding sensor 
effects. However, in a study comparing external models for biomass between 10 different areas in 
Norway, Næsset and Gobakken (2008) concluded that area effects were much more pronounced 
than those of ALS instrument. With that result in mind, a temporal transfer of models seems to be 
a better choice than a spatial transfer, especially if the two areas in question are far apart and the 
properties of the forests are substantially different.
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The differences between the application of either temporally or spatially external models in 
terms of accuracy and precision were not very pronounced in our study. One reason could be that 
the spatial models were constructed from the most extensive dataset, which cover a bigger range 
of forest conditions. If the dataset used for constructing the external spatial model had a smaller 
variability, the results might have been different, especially before calibration, because a higher 
proportion of the predictions would be extrapolations. Also, all districts were similar in terms 
of field protocols, range of field values, climatic region, and stratification criteria. The KS test 
confirmed the similarity among the distributions of the forest attributes. Moreover, even though 
the acquisition parameters were slightly different between districts at T2, the ALS instrument was 
the same. Therefore, due to favorable conditions in our case, the results presented here might be 
better than what could be expected in other situations where the models are transferred between 
less similar districts or when different ALS instruments are used. For those situations, calibration 
might be more effectful and should also be studied.

Finally, other approaches and calibration methods might provide different results. We could, 
for example, have used a different model form with C2 or included additional predictor variables into 
the models, as Kotivuori et al. (2018) did in their calibration approach to account for geographical 
differences. We discarded this option to keep a simple and parsimonious model, but depending on the 
variables included, other factors such as forest structural changes or differences in the ALS metrics 
could be accounted for. Instead of using only the mathematical formula of the external models, 
the external data could have been directly combined with the local data using mixed estimation 
(Suvanto and Maltamo 2010). Alternatively, additional remote sensed data from other points in 
time can be included using composite estimation (Ehlers et al. 2018) or data assimilation (Kangas 
et al. 2020). However, for any calibration approach to be a viable option compared to an ordinary 
area-based FMI, the reduction in the number of plots measured for the calibration should be large 
enough to decrease the total cost (cost of the inventory and the cost of making poor management 
decisions due to incorrect inventory information). Although such calculations were outside the 
scope of the study, a cost-plus-loss approach can be used to investigate the problem. In such stud-
ies, the benefit of the different calibration approaches could also be compared. We recognize the 
need for more research as there is still a lack of knowledge about the most advantageous approach 
to calibrate external models and their limitations.

6 Conclusion

The results of our study indicate that calibration improves predictions using external models and 
decreases the systematic deviations. The calibrated predictions were comparable to the results of a 
new inventory constructed with 60 plots and better than performing a new inventory with a reduced 
number of plots. The calibration approaches C1 and C2, that were based on observing predicting 
error, performed similarly and are recommended over the C3 approach that reparametrized the 
model. The results from temporally and spatially external models did not differ considerably after 
calibration. To successfully apply external models in an inventory, factors such as forest structure 
and stratification criteria should be similar between the area of the external data and the area of 
interest. Although more research is needed to draw detailed conclusions, the study suggests that 
almost the same level of accuracy and precision of a new inventory can be achieved by calibrating 
external models with 20 local plots. The decision on which method to be used depends on trade-
offs between the cost of acquiring additional plots and the benefits of greater estimation accuracy 
and precision.
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