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Evolutionary Biology

How do protein-coding

genes evolve through time

and in the various

organisms that exist

today?
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Co-Evolution and detecting natural selection
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Sironi, Manuela, et al. ”Evolutionary insights into host-pathogen interactions from mammalian sequence data.”

Nature Reviews Genetics 16.4 (2015): 224-236.
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Recombination



Genetic Recombination

• Rearrangement of genetic

information within and among

DNA molecules

• If recombination, then possibly no

unique tree topology can describe

the evolutionary history of the

whole sequence

Clancy, S. (2008) “Genetic recombination.” Nature Education 1(1):40
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Genetic Recombination
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Positive Selection in bat MX1
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6



Positive Selection Detection and Recombination Analysis

Hölzer, Martin and Marz, Manja “PoSeiDon: A Web Server for the Detection of Evolutionary Recombination

Events and Positive Selection.” Submitted as Applications Note.
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The Pipeline



The Pipeline

User Input

Alignment Recombination Tree Positive Selection

PoSeiDon

>seq1
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FASTA

Output

NT ALN

Hölzer, Martin and Marz, Manja “PoSeiDon: A Web Server for the Detection of Evolutionary Recombination

Events and Positive Selection.” Submitted as Applications Note.
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Pond, Sergei L. Kosakovsky, et al. ”GARD: a genetic algorithm for recombination detection.” Bioinformatics

22.24 (2006): 3096-3098.
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Backup slides



“Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in

the same place.”

– Red Queen to Alice in Lewis Carroll’s ”Through the Looking-Glass”



Run for your Lives!

“Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in

the same place.”

Iron Maiden et al. “The Number of the Beast (album).” EMI, Battery Studios, 39:11, London, England (1982)



Calculating selective pressure, Ka/Ks

• Ka/Ks ratio is an indicator of selective pressure acting on
protein-coding genes

• Ka: number of non-synonymous substitutions per

non-synonymous site

• Ks : number of synonymous substitutions per synonymous site

• homologous genes with a Ka/Ks ratio above 1 are evolving
under positive selection

• at least some of the mutations concerned must be

advantageous

• if all the mutations are neutral or disadvantageous, the ratio

will be in the range 0 to 1

• however, if some of the mutations are advantageous and some

disadvantageous, the ratio could be less than 1

• Ka/Ks – dN/dS – ω
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Calculating selective pressure, Ka/Ks

• Ka/Ks ratio is an indicator of selective pressure acting on
protein-coding genes

• Ka: number of non-synonymous substitutions per

non-synonymous site

• Ks : number of synonymous substitutions per synonymous site

• homologous genes with a Ka/Ks ratio above 1 are evolving
under positive selection

• at least some of the mutations concerned must be

advantageous

• if all the mutations are neutral or disadvantageous, the ratio

will be in the range 0 to 1

• however, if some of the mutations are advantageous and some

disadvantageous, the ratio could be less than 1

• Ka/Ks – dN/dS – ω κ – Ts/Tv



Example: calculating Ka/Ks

Val Met Arg Thr

G T T A T G A A G A C C Total

• nucleotide sites give 9 2
3

non-synonymous sites and 2 1
3

synonymous sites in this

peptide
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Example: calculating Ka/Ks

Val Met Arg Thr

G T T A T G A A G A C C Total

degeneracy (4) (2) (4)

# non-syn sites 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 2
3

1 1 0 9 2
3

# syn sites 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
3

0 0 1 2 1
3

• nucleotide sites give 9 2
3

non-synonymous sites and 2 1
3

synonymous sites in this

peptide

Val Leu Arg Thr

G T A C T G A A A A C C Total

# substitutions

# non-syn 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

# syn 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2



Example: calculating Ka/Ks

Now,

Ka =
#nonsyn substitutions

#nonsyn sites
=

1

92
3

= 0.103

and

Ks =
#syn substitutions

#syn sites
=

2

21
3

= 0.857

Thus,
Ka

Ks
=

dN

dS
= ω =

0.103

0.857
= 0.12



CodeML: Output

• CodonFreq=F3x4 (estimation of codon frequency

distribution)

• NSsites=M2a (positive selection)

and Nielsen 1998). They may be used to detect positive
selection acting on particular lineages, without averaging
the x ratio throughout the phylogenetic tree. The branch
models are useful for detecting positive selection after
gene duplications, where one copy of the duplicates may
have acquired a new function and may have thus evolved
at accelerated rates.

The site models treats the x ratio for any site (codon)
in the gene as a random variable from a statistical distribu-
tion, thus allowing x to vary among codons (Nielsen and
Yang 1998; Yang et al. 2000). Positive selection is defined
as presence of some codons at which x . 1. An LRT is
constructed to compare a null model that does not allow
for any codons with x . 1 against a more general model
that does. Real data analyses and computer simulations
(Anisimova, Bielawski, and Yang 2001, 2002; Anisimova,
Nielsen, and Yang 2003; Wong et al. 2004) suggest that
two pairs of site models are particularly effective (table 2).
The first pair include M1a (neutral) and M2a (selection)
(Nielsen and Yang 1998; Wong et al. 2004; Yang, Wong,
and Nielsen 2005), while the second pair include M7 (beta)
and M8 (beta&x) (Yang et al. 2000). The LRT statistic, or
twice the log likelihood difference between the two com-
pared models (2D‘), may be compared against v22, with crit-
ical values to be 5.99 and 9.21 at 5% and 1% significance
levels, respectively. When the LRT suggests positive selec-
tion, the Bayes empirical Bayes (BEB) method can be used
to calculate the posterior probabilities that each codon is
from the site class of positive selection under models
M2a and M8 (Yang, Wong, and Nielsen 2005). The BEB
is an improvement of the early Naı̈ve empirical Bayesian
(NEB) method (Nielsen and Yang 1998), and accounts
for sampling errors in the ML estimates of parameters in
the model.

The branch-site models aim to detect positive selec-
tion that affects only a few sites on prespecified lineages
(Yang and Nielsen 2002). The branches under test for pos-
itive selection are called the foreground branches, while
all other branches on the tree are the background branches.
The version of the model in common use now is called
branch-site model A and is illustrated in table 3 (Yang,
Wong, and Nielsen 2005; Zhang, Nielsen, and Yang
2005). In the LRT, branch-site model A is the alternative
model, while the simpler null model is model A but with
x2 5 1 fixed. Because the value x2 5 1 is at the boundary

of the space of model A, the test statistic 2D‘ should
be compared with the 50:50 mixture of point mass 0 and
v21 (with critical values to be 2.71 and 5.41 at the 5%
and 1% significance levels, respectively) (Self and Liang
1987). Some authors (e.g., Zhang, Nielsen, and Yang
2005) also suggested the use of v21 (with critical values
to be 3.84 and 5.99), to guide against violations of model
assumptions. The BEB method is implemented to calculate
posterior probabilities for site classes under model A if the
LRT suggests presence of codons under positive selection
on the foreground branch.

The branch-site test requires a priori specification of
the foreground branches. When multiple branches on the
tree are tested for positive selection using the same data
set, a correction for multiple testing is required (Anisimova
and Yang 2007). A simple and slightly conservative proce-
dure is Bonferroni’s correction, which means that the indi-
vidual test for any branch is considered significant at the
level a only if the p-value is ,a/m, where m is the number
of branches being tested using the same data.

Reconstruction of Ancestral Sequences

The programs BASEML and CODEML implement the em-
pirical Bayes (EB) method for reconstructing genes or pro-
teins in extinct ancestors on a phylogeny (Yang, Kumar,
and Nei 1995; Koshi and Goldstein 1996). The general
methodology is the same as the NEB for detecting posi-
tively selected sites discussed above. Ancestral reconstruc-
tion can be conducted under nucleotide-, amino acid-, or
codon-based models. Compared with the parsimony algo-
rithm (Fitch 1971; Hartigan 1973), the EB approach takes
into account differences in the branch lengths and in the
relative substitution rates between characters (nucleotides,
amino acids, or codons). Both marginal and joint recon-
structions are implemented. The marginal reconstruction
assigns a character state to a single node on the tree and
may be more suitable when the gene or protein sequence
in an extinct ancestor is desired, as in restoration studies
(Chang, Kazmi, and Sakmar 2002; Thornton 2004). The
joint reconstruction assigns a set of character states to
all ancestral nodes on the tree and is more appropriate
when one counts changes at every site (Pupko et al.
2000). The EB approach replaces parameters in the model
such as branch lengths and substitution parameters by
their ML estimates. An alternative method, the hierarchical
(full) Bayesian approach, accommodates sampling errors
in the parameter estimates by averaging the parameters

Table 2
Parameters in Site Models

Model NSsites p Parameters

M0 (one ratio) 0 1 x
M1a (neutral) 1 2 p0 (p1 5 1 – p0),

x0 , 1, x1 5 1
M2a (selection) 2 4 p0, p1 (p2 5 1 – p0 – p1),

x0 , 1, x1 5 1, x2 . 1
M3 (discrete) 3 5 p0, p1 (p2 5 1 – p0 – p1)

x0, x1, x2

M7 (beta) 7 2 p, q
M8 (beta&x) 8 4 p0 (p1 5 1 – p0),

p, q, xs . 1

NOTE.—The site models are implemented using the control variable NSsites in

CODEML, and p is the number of free parameters in the x distribution.

Table 3
Parameters in Branch-Site Model A

Site class Proportion of sites Background x Foreground x

0 p0 0 , x0 , 1 0 , x0 , 1
1 p1 x1 5 1 x1 5 1
2a (1� p0� p1)�

p0/(p0þ p1)
0 , x0 , 1 x2 � 1

2b (1� p0� p1)�
p1/(p0þ p1)

x1 5 1 x2 � 1

NOTE.—Model A is the alternative hypothesis for the branch-site test of

positive selection. The null model fixes x2 5 1 for the foreground branch.
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