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Abstract: Landscape metrics are widely used in landscape planning and land use management.
Understanding how landscape metrics respond with scales can provide more accurate prediction
information; however, ignoring the interference of multi-scale interaction may lead to a severe
systemic bias. In this study, we quantitatively analyzed the scaling sensitivity of metrics based
on multi-scale interaction and predict their optimal scale ranges. Using a big data method, the
multivariate adaptive regression splines model (MARS), and the partial dependence model (PHP),
we studied the scaling relationships of metrics to changing scales. The results show that multi-
scale interaction commonly exists in most landscape metric scaling responses, making a significant
contribution. In general, the scaling effects of the three scales (i.e., spatial extent, spatial resolution,
and classification of land use) are often in a different direction, and spatial resolution is the primary
driving scale in isolation. The findings show that only a few metrics are highly sensitive to the
three scales throughout the whole scale spectrum, while the other metrics are limited within a
certain threshold range. This study confirms that the scaling-sensitive scalograms can be used as an
application guideline for selecting appropriate landscape metrics and optimal scale ranges.

Keywords: landscape patterns; landscape indicator; LULC; spatial heterogeneity; scale transfer;
scaling sensitivity; scaling scalogram

1. Introduction

Accurately quantifying the spatial information of landscape pattern structures is
essential for landscape planning and land use management [1]. Landscape metrics can
quantify the spatial information of landscape pattern composition, configuration, and
changes of land use/land cover (LULC) at a specific scale or multiple scales [2,3]. For
decades, many landscape metrics have been supported by several disciplines and are
widely used in assessing, monitoring, and modeling landscape patterns and land use
changes by researchers and decision-makers [4–6]. Quantifying the characteristics of
landscape pattern structures and linking them to eco-environmental processes or land use
changes on the multi-scale is central to landscape metrics [7,8]. Therefore, researchers of
landscape metrics usually conduct multi-scale studies to erect an appropriate scale range
for a specific actual scene [9,10]. The scale is an inherent feature of landscape metrics [11],
including time, space location, and the data’s scope, resolution, classification, and so on.
The term ‘scale’ is most often analogous to three aspects: spatial extent (size of space area),
spatial resolution (pixel size or grain size), and classification (the number of classification
classes or thematic types in a categorical map) [12,13]. The spatial extent and the spatial
resolution are usually known as the spatial scale [14]. The classification can influence the
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landscape structure in the calculation progress of metrics [15]. Many researchers agree
that landscape metrics are scale-dependent, and most ecological processes are driven by
comprehensive multi-scale interactions [16]. Thereby, these three scales interact with each
other’s scaling effect, which together affects the representation of landscape metrics.

The scale issue is one of the key topics in landscape ecology. The early study of
landscape metrics mainly focused on understanding the links between the pattern and
process on a single scale [17]. Subsequently, many landscape ecologists have systematically
investigated the scaling responses of landscape metrics on different scales [18], which
can enhance our understanding and measuring accuracy of landscape metrics for scaling
effects [19]. Nowadays, landscape metrics are increasingly needed in the assessment of
landscape and land use [4], and the appropriate scales at which an ecological process under
investigation is studied should be determined in advance, since the process potentially
operates at multiple scales [6]. However, some researchers have ignored scaling sensitivity
when using metrics, especially regarding whether the landscape metrics have sufficient
robustness to characterize landscape patterns on corresponding scales. Although numerous
investigations on scaling sensitivity have been carried out since the 1990s [20], there is
still insufficient accuracy to predict the scaling sensitivity of landscape metrics [14,21]. For
example, some shape metrics cannot accurately measure the characteristics of landscape
patterns at a lower spatial resolution (coarser grain size); on the contrary, they have
satisfactory accuracy on higher resolutions. Therefore, an inappropriate range of scale
may lead to some unreliable conclusions [1,18]. Meanwhile, many previous studies have
seriously ignored the influence of multi-scale interaction [1], which might lose some useful
spatial information between different scales. For example, the patch density index (PD)
is mainly affected by spatial resolution, if the interference of resolution is not excluded,
it will be often mistakenly assumed that PD is not sensitive to spatial extent. The scaling
effects amongst different types of landscape metrics are quite different [22], so the selection
of metrics and scales needs a scientific justification [23] to ensure their correct application.
Moreover, unreliable application guidelines of metrics can lead to damaging decisions
in various fields, such as landscape planning and management [14]. Taking Shannon’s
diversity index (SHDI) as an example, it is regarded as an essential index to measure
diverse landscape levels; however, many researchers often overlooked the scaling-sensitive
threshold of SHDI and use this index on national or global scales. In the real world, SHDI
only works on small and medium extent scales, not large spatial scales. Therefore, an
application guideline of metrics to scales is very important for the application of landscape
metrics.

Therefore, an insufficient understanding of multi-scale interaction can lead to system-
atic error in scale issues. Furthermore, the lack of an application guideline of metrics to
scales can induce the abuse of landscape metrics [24], which may yield incorrect suggestions
for decision-makers [22].

Spatial heterogeneity is inherently linked to scale [8], and its interactions with ecologi-
cal processes are a core issue in landscape ecology [25]. Therefore, we believe that a highly
heterogeneous landscape requires a sufficient sample size to characterize its landscape
information on different scales instead of one particular scale. However, some previous
studies have failed to fully consider the interference of multi-scale interaction and have
only used a small data samples to investigate the scale issues of landscape metrics. To
compensate for these two main problems, we need to (1) increase the sample size, avoiding
heterogeneity bias of landscape patterns, (2) attach importance to multi-scale interaction
study or exclude the interference of other scales on the target scale, and (3) expand sufficient
range of scales and select appropriate scaling functions [26]. Among them, the biggest
challenge is the issue of how to quantify the influence of multi-scale interaction on response
relationships between metrics and scales.

Understanding the importance of multi-scale interaction in the relationship between
landscape patterns and processes is a significant challenge. In the past 30 years, most
studies have mainly focused on multiple scales in isolation rather than on their interactions
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that together drive spatial patterns. The interactions between varied scales were still
poorly understood, partly because they were difficult to study [27]. In particular, some
earlier multi-scale methods, such as semivariance analysis, scale variance analysis [25],
and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) [28], were still inadequate for use in
the quantitative analysis of interactions. The multivariate adaptive regression splines
model (MARS) can capture nonlinear relationships involving multiple variables with
interactions [29], and the partial dependence model (PHP) can further quantify partial
dependencies of interactions. Therefore, using MARS and PHP combined with the big data
method can quantitatively simulate the scaling responses of multi-scale interactions and
predict the response curves and surfaces of scaling responses. This study established an
automatic extraction program to collect large amounts of sampling data with wider ranges
of extent, resolution, and classification scales. We then further quantitatively measured the
degree of scaling sensitivity through the scaling response functions based on MARS and
the PHP. The aims of this study were to (1) explore the importance of multi-scale interaction
for landscape metrics’ scaling responses, (2) understand the scaling responses based on
the interactions between different scales, and (3) establish a pre-judgment guideline for
landscape metrics to optimal ranges of three scales, based on scaling-sensitive scalograms
(the response curves of landscape metrics’ sensitivity to changing scale).

2. Materials and Methods

In this study, the main methodological steps include the data flow, the interpretation
of three scale factors, and the analysis of scaling sensitivity (Figure 1). We prepared the
LULC data according to this flowchart, wrote automatic sampling procedures, built a large
meta dataset, and then studied the scaling response relationships of landscape metrics. The
following sub-sections describe each step in detail.

Figure 1. Flowchart of the methodological steps.
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2.1. Study Area and Data Source

The study area was located in the central part of China. This area is one of the
richest landscape-diverse regions in the world, including almost all continental landscape
categories (e.g., farmland, forest land, desert, glacier, river, and lake). This area contains a
part of the Loess Plateau, Tibet Plateau, Sichuan Basin, Tenggeli Desert, Qinling Mountains,
and Gaunzhong Plain, covering a geographic area of about 980,000 km2, with an elevation
range of 50–5600 m. Forest and grass are the main land use classes in this area.

The LULC data (30 m and 1000 m) for this study area were provided by the resource
and environmental data cloud platform of the Chinese Academy of Science [30]. The other
LULC data were systematically resampled from a resolution of 30 m or 1000 m upwards to
100 m, 500 m, and 2000 m, using the statistical mean aggregation method. The number of
landscape classes of those LULC data was then divided into 4 gradients, including 6, 12, 17
and 24 classes, respectively (Figure 2).

Figure 2. The study area and sampling center points of multi-scale LULC data. Er means the radius
of sampling area on extent scale, Rd means the pixel size on resolution scale, Cn means the number
of classes on classification scale.

2.2. Methods
2.2.1. Selection of Landscape Metrics

A total of 12 landscape-level metrics were selected based on the criteria of commonality
and representativeness to quantify the scaling effect and scaling sensitivity on landscape
patterns. The landscape metrics could be grouped into 4 categories: aggregation metrics,
diversity metrics, patchiness and edge metrics, and shape metrics [31] (Table 1). The 12
landscape metrics were batch calculated by the software Fragstats 4.2 using an 8-neighbor
rule [32].
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Table 1. The 12 landscape metrics.

Types Acronym Name Units

Aggregation Metrics
AI Aggregation Index %

COHESION Patch Cohesion Index Unitless
PLADJ Percentage of Like Adjacencies Index %

Diversity Metrics
PR Patch Richness Index Unitless

PRD Patch Richness Density Index /0.01 km2

SHDI Shannon’s Diversity Index Unitless

Patchiness and
Edge Metrics

NP Number of Patches Index Unitless
PD Patch Density Index /0.01 km2

TE Total Edge Index 0.001 km
ED Edge Density Index 0.1 km/km2

Shape Metrics LSI Landscape Shape Index Unitless
FRAC Mean Fractal Dimension Index Unitless

2.2.2. Automated Data Extraction

The step of automated data extraction based on Python 2.7 and ArcGIS 10.5 was
one of the key steps to implement automatic batch sampling. To accurately study the
interactions of multi-scale factors on landscape metrics, we needed big data from sampling
sites to accurately capture the fine structural characteristics of complex and heterogeneous
landscapes. We set 120 parallel processing programs based on the gradients of three scales
(spatial extent, spatial resolution, and classification) and selected 1000 random sampling
sites for each processing program (Figure 2). Among them, the spatial extent was clipped
to a circular shape centered on random sampling sites with a radius of 5 km, 10 km, 20 km,
30 km, 40 km, and 50 km. Then, we accessed a site’s dataset containing 120,000 sampling
maps after the program of automated data extraction was applied to all 120 parallel
processing programs with different extent, resolution, and classification gradients in this
study. Finally, after the batch calculation, we accessed a big training dataset for multi-scale
interaction analysis for 12 landscape pattern metrics on the landscape level.

2.2.3. MARS Algorithm

To determine whether multi-scale interaction effects played an essential role in scaling
responses, we used the MARS algorithm to examine the performance of their interac-
tions. MARS adaptively sets a series of ‘basis functions’ to approximate the regression
formula through an iterative method [29,33]. The equation of MARS is constructed as a
linear combination of the basic functions and their interactions, and the equation can be
expressed as:

Y = β +
n
∑

k=1
wk × Hk(X) (1)

in which β is constant, Hk(X) is a basis function, and wk is the coefficient of the basis
function.

We used the earth 5.1.2 packages (http://www.milbo.users.sonic.net/earth/, (ac-
cessed on 9 November 2019)) on R 3.5.3 to investigate their interactions for the training
dataset, setting the maximum interactions with no separate interaction. Through MARS,
we could study the multi-scale dependence issues for each landscape metric and obtain
the standard contribution rates of each scale, so that we could perform a more refined
quantitative analysis of the multi-scale interaction.

2.2.4. Scaling Sensitivity and Scalograms Analysis

The PHP model can easily extract insights from complex models, exclude some
non-target variables’ influences, and reveal the relationship between the outcome and
predictors of interest [34]. Therefore, we used the R package of PHP to weaken the

http://www.milbo.users.sonic.net/earth/
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interference of the interaction of non-target scales, and then we mainly focused on the
response relationship between target scale factors and landscape metrics. Furthermore,
we quantitatively analyzed the 3 single-scale effects, 3 pair double-scale effects, and the
multi-scale effect of all 3 scale factors. Finally, according to the response relationship
between the landscape metrics and these scales, we were able to obtain the response curves
and surfaces of landscape metrics to changing scales and interactions.

The scaling sensitivity can be measured by the slope function of the scaling response.
Therefore, we used the PHD dataset to fit the smoother single-scale curves, eliminating
the interference of other scales, and conducted a quantitative analysis of the sensitivity of
landscape metrics. The equation of the 4-parameter logistic growth model is often used for
biochemical reactions. In this study, we introduced this model to simulate the smoother
single-scale response curves, and the equation can be expressed as:

y = d + a−d
1+( x

c )
b (2)

in which a and d are the theoretical upper and lower limits values of landscape metrics, c is
the initial theoretical value, and b is the growth rate.

We derived curves to calculate their slope curves, then used the trigonometric function
to get the slope angle curves of absolute slope values. We set the slope angle curves as the
quantitative measuring curves for scaling sensitivity. According to the actual applications,
we preset the value ranges of extent scale, resolution scale, and classification scale as
1–500 km, 30–10,000 m, and 2–50, respectively. As the value of scale factors increases, the
landscape metrics eventually approach the gradual saturation line of its’ growth curve.
Thus, according to the value ranges of landscape metrics and those fitting logistic growth
curves, we calculated 95% and 99% asymptotic saturation points of the landscape metrics’
value ranges as the critical points [35]. If the scale value was within a 1% threshold of the
saturation range (two-sided test), we considered it to be less sensitive to the scale. However,
if the scale value exceeded the 5% threshold [11] of the saturation range (two-sided test),
we considered it to be significantly sensitive to the scale. Finally, we calculated the sensitive
scalograms of landscape metrics and predicted their critical points and thresholds.

To further simulate the scaling sensitivity of multi-scale response relationships, we
used the surface slope method to quantitatively analyze the scaling sensitivity of metrics to
three scales. After normalizing the PHP dataset of extent scale and resolution scale as 0–1,
we used the 3-dimensional surface analysis model on ArcGIS 10.5 to calculate the surface
slope angle (using an 8-neighbor rule) of the interaction of extent scale and resolution
scale under classification scale, respectively. We could use those simplified fitting response
surfaces as the measuring tools for multi-scale sensitivity of landscape metrics.

2.3. Verification of the Scaling Predication

Since the classification scale had the highest consistency and it was difficult to set its
gradient, we only tested the other two scales’ scaling sensitivity. In this case, for verification,
we set the number of classes to 12, the range of extent radius from 5 km to 100 km, and the
range of resolution grain size from 30 m to 3000 m. Then, we extracted 24,000 sampling
maps using the automatic sampling process and calculated the 12 landscape metrics in
batches. In this case, we obtained a testing dataset of scaling sensitivity, and we could
study the changing trends of landscape metrics on the spatial extent scale and resolution
scale, respectively. We applied the Leven variance test and the independent Z test to check
the differences between the scale gradients. Then, we analyzed the scaling response curves
of the testing dataset and verified the scaling sensitivity results.

3. Results
3.1. Importance of Multi-Scale Interaction

Multi-scale interaction widely existed in the scaling effect of landscape metrics, and it
strongly affected the interpretation precision of the scaling functions. Comparing the R2 of
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MRAS modes between interaction and no interaction revealed that adopting interactions
into scaling functions could improve their goodness-of-fit (R2) for 12 landscape metrics,
especially NP, LSI, TE, and COHESION (Figure 3). The contribution rate of interactions was
mainly between 0.2 and 0.9. Among them, the average contribution rate of 12 metrics’ multi-
scale interaction was 0.55, which showed that the multi-scale interactions’ contribution was
greater than the contribution of scales in isolation (Figure 3). The three single-scale factors
and their interactions together determined the scaling responses of landscape metrics.
There are three two-scale interactions and one three-scale interaction in this study. Among
them, the interaction between extent and resolution was often the primary contributing
factor in multi-scale interaction, especially for five metrics such as ED, NP, PD, COHESION,
and LSI. The resolution scale was also the most significant single-scale contributing factor
for most landscape metrics (e.g., TE, FRAC, AI, and PLADJ), while the classification scale
often had a weak impact on most landscape metrics.

Figure 3. The comparison of interactions for 12 landscape metrics and the interactions’ contribution of the MARS model for
multiple scale factors. E means the extent scale, R means the resolution scale, C means the classification scale.

3.2. Scaling Effects
3.2.1. Scaling Responses of Three Scales

The single-scale response lines, which excluded the interference of other scale factors
using MARS and PHP models, more accurately displayed the single-scale response rela-
tionships in an actual scene (Figure 4). As the values of extent, resolution, and classification
increased, the landscape metrics changed differently. Among them, the scaling response
lines of extent scale to landscape metrics were most inconsistent on direction, but the
shapes of classification response lines of scale had the highest consistency, whose inflection
points appeared at 17. The resolution scale was negatively correlated with all landscape
metrics, that is, as the grain size of resolution became coarser, the values of the above
12 landscape metrics all became smaller.

The scaling responses of 12 landscape metrics to three scales also varied consider-
ably. First, the influence degree and value range of three single-scale factors to the same
landscape metric had distinct differences. We take AI as an example to show three scales’
scaling effects, the resolution scale had the greatest impact on AI, whose value range was
from 50 to 90. However, the value range of AI on extent scale was only from 67.5 to 69.
It showed that the scaling effect of extent was smaller than the resolution’s effect for the
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metric of AI. Second, those response directions of scaling effects were discrepancies to
some degree. The scale factors of extent and classification had different response directions
to 12 landscape metrics, such as the extent scale being a positive increase for PLADJ, while
it was a negative decrease for FRAC. Third, the effective ranges of scaling effects were also
inconsistent. Taking PLADJ as an example, the effective range of the extent scale radius
was mainly within 30 km; if it exceeded 30 km, the scaling effect of resolution decreased
to become weaker and weaker. Based on the single-scale response lines of 12 metrics, we
found that the scaling effects of three single-scale factors usually differed in intensity and
direction, even to the same landscape metrics.

Figure 4. The single-scale response lines of 12 landscape metrics. php means the PHP model.

3.2.2. Performance of the Two-Scale Interaction

The two-scale interaction was the principal manifestation in multi-scale interactions;
the interaction between resolution scale and extent scale especially had the strongest scaling
response relationship in most metrics. According to the response performance of the two-
scale interactions in Figure 5, we mainly divided them into three effect types: synergistic
effect, antagonistic effect, and single-scale dominance effect. Among them, the synergistic
effect referred to the cooperative response of two scale factors to corresponding landscape
metrics, such as the values of PR increasing with the radius of extent scale and the number
of classes in the classification scale, and their scaling effects were cumulative for PR. The
antagonistic effect was described as “push–pull”, that is, these two scales had an opposite
response to landscape metrics. The single-scale dominance effect meant no remarkable
two-scale interaction or that one of two scales was too feeble to affect landscape metrics,
such as the two-scale interaction between resolution and classification in SHDI, FRAC,
and LSI.
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Figure 5. The two-scale interaction scaling surfaces of 12 landscape metrics. The arrow is the direction from a small value to
a large value.

The scaling responses of two-scale interactions showed that most landscape metrics
were simultaneously affected by multiple scales, and the responses of different metrics
to changing scales were also quite different. The results also showed that the primary
two-scale interaction had an antagonistic effect, especially as the spatial resolution usually
had an inhibitory influence on other scales. We took COHESION as an example: its’ two-
scale interaction between the scales of extent and resolution was an antagonistic effect,
whose values were positively correlated with the extent but negatively correlated with the
resolution. The COHESION scaling curves of extent were extremely different at different
degrees of resolution, such as when the grain size was 30 m, the scaling curve of extent was
almost a horizontal line, and when the grain size was 2000 m, the scaling curve of extent
was similar to a parabola (Figure 5). The results showed that most individual scaling effects
were affected by other scale factors; thus, most scaling responses of landscape metrics were
inconsistent across the whole spectrum of scale, except for the resolution scale of SHDI.

3.2.3. Comprehensive Analysis of Three-Scale Interaction

Compared to the two-scale interaction, the interaction between three scales had
more complicated scaling response relationships, presenting intricate and complex multi-
dimensional graphical distribution characteristics in Figure 6. Based on those graphic
characteristics, we grouped them into four types: (1) vertical changing trends were mainly
affected by the extent’s scaling effect (e.g., SHDI); (2) horizontal changing trends varied
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substantially along the resolution scale (e.g., ED, and FRAC); (3) diagonal changing trends
had a significant two-scale interaction between extent and resolution (e.g., NP, TE, PD,
and LSI); and (4) compound changing trends, such as AI, PLADJ, and PR, mixed with
several changing characteristics along the classification scale. Taking PR as an example,
it presented a vertical changing trend when the class number was less than 12, but a
diagonal changing trend when it was beyond the critical range. According to the changing
gradient of classes, the results showed that nearly half of the metrics were insensitive to the
classification scale, and most metrics were mainly affected by the scaling effect of two-scale
interaction (Figure 6). However, the others, especially COHESION, PLADJ, and PR, had
an obvious combined response of three-scale interaction. In short, the results indicated
that the scaling responses of landscape metrics usually received a comprehensive effect of
multi-scale interaction in the actual scenario.

Figure 6. The scaling response heat maps of 12 landscape metrics to three-scale interaction.

3.3. Scaling Sensitivities
3.3.1. Scaling-Sensitive Scalograms of Three Scales

Based on the single-scale logistic growth curves (Figure A1) and their slope curves
(Figure A2), we were able to quantitatively simulate the scaling sensitivity scalograms and
forecast the scaling sensitivity of landscape metrics to three scales. The results showed
that only a few metrics (e.g., NP and TE) remained highly sensitive to the three scales
throughout the whole spectrum of scale, while others were only sensitive in a certain range
of scale (Figure 7). Among them, AI, PLADJ, and FRAC were insensitive to the extent scale,
PR and SHDI were insensitive to the resolution scale, and PLADJ, ED, FRAC, and LSI
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were also insensitive to the classification scale. We found that the scaling-sensitive curves
of three scales were almost different from each other. Among them, the scaling-sensitive
scalograms of the resolution were extremely heterogeneous to different metrics. Although
the sensitivity of most metrics decreased with the coarser grain size, their sensitivity
thresholds and curve shapes differed significantly. However, the sensitive scalograms of
classification had the highest consistency, most of which were inverted U-shaped curves,
and their scaling sensitivity reached the highest when the class number of classification
was about 10. The difference of extent was between the other two scales, and their optimal
sensitive segments almost ranged from 10 km to 40 km.

Figure 7. The landscape metrics’ scaling sensitive scalograms, their critical points and predicted thresholds. VS means
highly sensitive segments, NS means insensitive segments, RS means sensitive transition segments, CVR means the critical
points between highly sensitive and sensitive transition segments, CRN means the critical points between insensitive and
sensitive transition segments.

We found that the scaling-sensitive characteristics of metrics were almost specific,
and even similar or the same type of metrics were also significantly different. The results
showed that most landscape metrics had an optimal range or sensitive threshold for
corresponding scales (Figure 7). When the value of scales exceeded the threshold, their
scaling sensitivity would tend to stabilize; especially in addition to NP and TE, the scaling
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sensitivity value of most other metrics would approach 0◦. It implied that the scaling
effects had an optimal and best value range of three scales, and beyond the threshold (e.g.,
critical points) the scaling sensitivity would become lower and lower; at this time, some
landscape metrics would become blurred by losing their fine spatial information regarding
landscape heterogeneity. The scaling-sensitive scalograms quantitatively explained the
response relationships of scaling sensitivity, and they predicted the optimal sensitivity
range of metrics to three scales. Therefore, the results also offered a guideline for the
selection of suitable landscape metrics and an optimal scale range. We suggested that the
blue line segments corresponding to the optimal range of three scales in Figure 7 should
be preferred to enhance the metrics’ scaling sensitivity. Though, the insensitive ranges of
scales should be avoided as much as possible in the application of landscape metrics.

3.3.2. Scaling Sensitivity Based on Three-Scale Interaction

To further explore the scaling sensitivity of metrics, we simulated their comprehensive
scaling-sensitive maps based on the three-scale interactions and surface analysis model.
As the degree of interaction increased, the scaling response relationship became more
complicated. Figure 8 more intuitively shows the scaling sensitivity of metrics to three-
scale interaction, and it presents the red area as the best range with the highest scaling
sensitivity. The linear changing trend statistical significance of extent and resolution scaling
sensitivity along the classification (Figure A3) showed that most landscape metrics had low
sensitivity to classification, except for SHDI, PR, and PRD. The results further indicated
that the scaling effects generally had a threshold interval of sensitivity or insensitivity, and
the scaling sensitivity was often dominated by the multi-scale interaction.

Figure 8. The scaling-sensitive maps of 12 landscape metrics.
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3.4. The Test of Predictions

By comparing the predictions of scaling sensitivity (Figure 7) and the test dataset
(Figure 9), we verified the accuracy of scaling sensitivity for the extent scale and the resolu-
tion scale. The results showed that the statistical distribution of most landscape metrics
conformed to our expectations, and it indicated that the scaling-sensitive scalograms could
be used as a guideline in the study of landscape ecology. We took SHDI as an example; it
had the smallest difference on the resolution scale, and the Z test in Figure A4 also verifies
that their differences between groups on grain size were not significant (p < 0.05). The
results showed that the scaling prediction of SHDI, shown in Figure 7, was accurate. Mean-
while, we found that the maximum Z value of LSI on the adjacent extent scale gradient was
from 30 km to 35 km, which was also in line with the scaling prediction. Although some
Z test results did not meet the scaling predictions, such as PRD and TE, most landscape
metrics, shown in Figure 9, were still consistent with Figure 7. For most landscape metrics,
the predictions of scaling sensitivity in highly sensitive segments and insensitive segments,
shown in Figure 7, were reliable, but there were some deviations on sensitive transition
segments, whose magnitude might relate to multi-scale interaction.

Figure 9. The statistical distribution diagrams of test dataset.

4. Discussions
4.1. Multi-Scale Interaction

Natural processes always operate across various spatiotemporal scales, and thus,
multi-scale codependence relationships are the cornerstone of understanding ecological
processes [36,37]. Although many models have been used to investigate response relation-
ships of multiple scales since the 1980s [6,20], the most widely used methods (e.g., variance
analysis) are still insufficient to clearly reveal the interactions between scales [25,28]. In
this study, we found that using the MARS and PHP models for multi-scale interaction can
effectively improve the ability to quantify the scaling effects of metrics. Moreover, the 12
landscape metrics were seriously affected by multi-scale interaction, which indicated that
the responses of metrics to changing scales were highly dependent on the scales and the
interactions between scales. Therefore, the scaling issues not only need to comprehensively
consider the scaling responses of corresponding scales but also need to consider the in-
teractions between these scales. However, most landscape metrics scaling effect studies,
based only on scales themselves without considering their multi-scale interaction, might
have caused a serious misunderstanding of landscape patterns.
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Investigating the scaling effect of a single scale in isolation would be disturbed by other
scale factors. Although the multi-scale interaction of landscape metrics had been focused
on by some researchers [11,28], many traditional methods used in scaling issues assumed
the independence of the observations in advance [25]. In particular, some researchers
implied there to be no complex interaction for landscape metrics’ scaling responses, and
the main effects were always in one direction [28]. However, this study testified that the
interactions between scales were widespread in all landscape metrics containing complex
scaling responses. Furthermore, the results also showed that the average contribution of
multi-scale interaction was bigger than the contribution of three single scales on scaling
responses. In summary, ignoring multi-scale interaction will lose some vital information
regarding landscape patterns; therefore, we emphasize that multi-scale interaction plays
an important role in landscape metrics.

4.2. Scaling Responses of Metrics to Resolution, Extent, and Classification

The response relationships of landscape metrics to scales are mainly affected by spatial
extent, spatial resolution, and classification system [14]. However, most previous studies
about multi-scale analysis mainly focused on the extent and the resolution [38], and only a
few of them were concerned with classification. Although these first two scales and their
interactions are the main contributors to the scaling responses for most landscape metrics,
the interactions between the classification scale and others are also crucial for SHDI, PR,
LSI, etc. Guiding the translation or extrapolation of spatial information from one scale to
another, especially across multi-scale interaction, is a challenge. Previous scaling functions
presented a set of complicated nonlinear response relationships among metrics, resolution,
extent, and even classification [23]. Although these scaling functions adopted multi-scale
analysis methods, most of them did not take into account their interactions. This study
showed that the scaling responses of metrics to three scales are often not isolated but rather
mainly depend on multi-scale interaction. Therefore, the lack of multi-scale interaction may
lead to an unclear conclusion of scaling responses. For example, some studies suggested
that metrics changed considerably with increasing grain size and exhibited consistent
patterns over a wide range of spatial resolution [25]. This was not consistent with our study,
and we found that most landscape metrics’ scaling effects had effect boundaries, and when
the grain size exceeded the critical point, the corresponding metric was nearly unchanged.
Some studies believed that the coarser grain size could be used to a larger spatial extent,
but we found this phenomenon mainly depended on whether grain size was the largest
driving force of the scaling effects, such as PR and SHDI not being sensitive to resolution.

In the past, the selection of scale ranges mainly focused on the resolution, while often
ignoring extent and classification. In particular, most studies ignored the effect boundary
of spatial extent. We found that most landscape metrics were not suitable for application
at a large spatial extent. For example, when the radius of extent exceeded 100 km, half of
the 12 landscape metrics were shown to lose sensitivity (Figures 7 and 9). Meanwhile, the
class number of classification was not the more the better. Generally, the optimal range of
classification was from 5 to 30. In this study, we divided 12 metrics into four types based
on the scaling responses of multi-scale interaction (Figure 6) and the kind of compound
changing trends that had the most complex scaling performance. Therefore, we can say
that the complex metrics (e.g., COHESION and PLADJ) often involve more complicated
interactions than other metrics. In contrast, some concise metrics (e.g., NP and TE) are
easier to measure their scaling responses [39]. It is for this reason that some researchers
have always believed complex metrics to be unpredictable or limited. Some studies showed
that the scaling response of the landscape metric to the extent scale was more challenging
to predict than the resolution scale [40]. However, we found that these responses to both
scales could be better predicted by multi-scale interaction analysis.
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4.3. Multiplicity of Scaling Functions

Until now, most researchers have not formed a unified understanding of the scaling
function to certain responses, with some of their findings being contradictory [41]. Ac-
cording to the R2 of scaling functions to the whole spectrum or a limited range of scales,
Wu [16] and Xu et al. [23] grouped them into three types: predictable across the whole
spectrum, predictable in a limited range, and unpredictable. Additionally, they used a
series of functions to fit the scaling responses between metrics and changing scale one
by one. Compared with other simple functions, the logistic growth function has a risk
of overfitting. However, we achieved good results with a logistic growth function for
all metrics on the whole spectrum of three scales. For example, Pablo Arganaraz and
Entraigas [42] used four functions (e.g., liner, power, logarithmic, and exponential) to
conduct groundbreaking research on the scaling response for many landscape metrics, but
we show these four function curves that can be regarded as a segment of logistic growth
curves in Figure A1. We believe that there are three aspects that can be responsible for
this contradiction: (1) the multi-scale interaction is not considered, even if the multi-scale
analysis method is adopted [42], (2) the scale range is too small to cover the real scaling
response curve, so that the fitting functions obtained in different intervals of scale value are
inconsistent, and (3) the landscape heterogeneity is too high, or the amount of sampling
sites is too small, which will cause severe deviations between the sampling data and the
actual scene.

The fitting data (PHP dataset), which has reduced the interferences of multi-scale
interaction on the non-target scale, is better than the original dataset in terms of revealing
the scaling responses of landscape patterns. A unified scaling function may also make it
easier to explain the internal mechanism than a series of different functions. In this paper,
Figure A1 reveals that as the value of three scales increases, most landscape metrics will
tend towards a stable state. Because landscape metrics represent the spatial heterogeneity
information of landscape patterns [3], this means that the reduction in spatial heterogeneity
will lead to the loss of fine spatial information with the increase in scale. Compared with
other functions, the logistic growth function may be the closest to the nature of landscape
patterns, that is, the scaling response of metrics is essentially caused by spatial heterogene-
ity. With the increase in scale, spatial heterogeneity information will be aggregated into
homogenized noise. Therefore, although the scaling response performances of metrics
are different, each of them is a projection of spatial heterogeneity information on a certain
dimension.

4.4. Robustness of Scaling-Sensitive Scalograms

Although some previous studies have recognized the significance of interactions, they
have failed to use effective methods to conduct a detailed investigation of scaling sensitivity.
Landscape ecologists agree that a clearer response relationship of metrics to changing scales
can help researchers to obtain the optimal range of scale [43]. This study clearly explained
multi-scale interaction relationships and extracted single-scale responses from compound
multi-scale interaction to quantitatively measure landscape metrics scaling sensitivity. We
concisely improved the understanding of scaling sensitivity and offered some quantitative
scalograms for landscape metrics (Figure 8). However, the interference of multi-scale
interaction was not eliminated; thus, there are still some biases in the prediction results
of scaling sensitivity. The robustness of scaling sensitivity can be rectified by adjusting
their critical points [24]. In turn, the thresholds (i.e., 1% and 5%), which are regarded as the
judgment of the degree of sensitivity, can also be optimized according to the robustness.
Most previous studies used a small number of samples to study the scaling responses of
landscape metrics [24,26]. However, the high spatial heterogeneity of landscape patterns
may cause the excessive dispersion of sampling data, leading to statistical deviations in
some areas. Therefore, large amounts of training data containing 120,000 samples were
used to increase the size of the traditional sampling data by several orders of magnitude
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in this study. We believe that big data analysis can enhance the robustness of scaling
sensitivity, thereby avoiding the statistical bias of investigative data.

Some studies have hoped to construct the proper scaling response functions of land-
scape metrics’ values. However, Frazier [11] stated that the predicted deviation of land-
scape metrics’ values obtained by scaling functions is too large to predict the exact value of
metrics. Our findings support the idea that it is difficult to adequately transfer landscape
metrics’ values from one scale to another due to the complexity of multi-scale interaction
and the highly heterogeneous landscape. Although it is impossible to predict the right
value of metrics, we can more accurately predict their trends of scaling sensitivity by scaling
functions.

4.5. Limitations and Future Perspectives

The selection of landscape indicators may affect the conclusion of this study. Although
we selected 12 commonly used landscape indicators in four types for research, there are
many various landscape indicators in landscape ecology. The 12 landscape metrics in
this study cannot cover the scaling sensitivity characteristics of all landscape indicators.
Therefore, the results of this study mainly reflect the scaling sensitivity characteristics of
these 12 landscape indicators. In addition, although we used a new method to measure the
multi-scale interaction relationship, the PHP model tries to weaken the interference of non-
target scales rather than fully eliminate the interference of non-target factors. Therefore, the
landscape metrics’ scaling-sensitive scalograms (Figure 7) are still affected by interactions
to some extent. Finally, the spatial heterogeneity between different ecosystems may limit
the application of this research. This study area includes various landscape classes, such
as forest, grassland, desert, farmland, etc. Furthermore, it should be warned that the
scaling-sensitive scalograms and other scaling findings in this study may be specific to
general landscape regions. For example, the coastal wetland ecosystem has its unique
landscape pattern characteristics, and this study’s general conclusions may not be directly
used.

Although the multi-scale interaction method mainly focused on the scale sensitivity
of 12 metrics in this study area, this method is generic and applicable to the broader
fields of land science and landscape ecology. In particular, it can be further applied to
other landscape metrics and unique ecosystems. Therefore, it is necessary to construct
corresponding scaling-sensitive scalograms according to different ecological regions, such
as mountain forest ecosystems. We also hope to further study the multi-scale interaction of
landscape indicators at national and global scales. In general, we still recommend that it is
feasible to use the scaling-sensitive scalograms as an application guideline on how to select
an appropriate landscape metric or an optimal range of scales.

5. Conclusions

Multi-scale analysis can reveal the scaling response between landscape metrics and
scales. However, most researchers investigate the scaling response of landscape metrics
to changing scales in isolation, ignoring their multi-scale interaction. The lack of multi-
scale interaction analysis seriously loses some spatial heterogeneity information between
multiple scales, leading to some systematic biases. This study systematically investigates
whether multi-scale interaction is important for scaling effect and scaling sensitivity. Fully
considering the impact of multi-scale interaction could significantly reduce some contra-
dictions and uncertainties of landscape metrics. The results show that the multi-scale
interaction’s average contribution rate of 12 metrics was 55%. Therefore, the multi-scale
interaction analysis was important for the scaling response, which should not be ignored.
We found the scaling effects of the three scales were significantly different. In general, the
resolution was the primary driving scale, such as TE, FRAC, AI, and PLADJ, being mainly
affected by changing grain size. Meanwhile, the classification had the highest consistency
to 12 metrics, and the scaling sensitivity was highest when the class number was around
10. As the dimensions of scales increased, the scaling responses of multi-scale interactions
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became more complicated, and their scaling effects were often in a different direction,
such as the antagonistic effect being the primary type of two-scale interaction. This study
contributed to enhancing our understanding of the scaling effects and sensitivity affected
by multi-scale interaction, and the results also demonstrated the need for the interactions
between multiple scales to be emphasized in the studies of landscape patterns.

The spatial heterogeneity of landscape patterns might cause a certain degree of statis-
tical bias in sampling analysis. We constructed large amounts of training data through an
automated data extraction program. This study showed that the big data analysis method
could improve the robustness of the results. Therefore, we suggested that big data statistics
and analysis methods should be emphasized in landscape pattern research.

Meanwhile, we believed that some fine spatial information of landscape heterogeneity
had been lost in the process of scaling transfer, and thus it was impossible to obtain the
right values of landscape metrics through scaling functions. However, we studied the
scaling effects based on the multi-scale interaction analysis and constructed the scaling
sensitivity scalograms according to the scaling curves. The scaling-sensitive scalograms
could provide sufficient predictive information on the scaling response relationships of
landscape metrics to multiple scales. These scalograms can be used as a general guide-
line for selecting appropriate landscape metrics and screening the optimal scale ranges.
Especially in landscape planning and land management, this predictive information can
help researchers and decision-makers to reduce some systematic biases and improve the
accuracy of landscape metrics’ application.
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Appendix A

Figure A1. The logistic growth curves of the three single-scale factors.

Figure A2. The slop curves of the three scaling logistic growth functions.
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Figure A3. The linear changing trend significance of extent and resolution scaling sensitivity along the classification scale.

Figure A4. The double matrix figure of the Z test.
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