Stress Score and IMF Relationship
This summer has been a tough one for cattle.  In many areas of the US, it has been extremely hot and dry.  This has created an unusual degree of stress in young cattle as they are being developed.  The greatest degree of stress has been exhibited in yearling to long yearling bulls.  We are seeing abnormally high stress scores, particularly in yearling bulls that are very masculine.  As you are probably well aware, peripubertal bulls can be very active.  This high level of activity, especially in hot, dry conditions can effectively “drain” these bulls of their intramuscular fat (IMF) or marbling, thus resulting in lower than normal IMF scores.  During periods of prolonged stress – stress caused by injury, illness, extreme climatic conditions, nutritional deprivation, over-activity, etc. – cattle will mobilize and metabolize their IMF stores first to get them through the stressful period.  Since IMF is the easiest fat to mobilize and metabolize, they will pull this out ahead of using their backfat or internal fat stores.  When this happens, the ultrasound IMF scores will be detrimentally impacted.  

This negative impact has absolutely nothing to do with the genetic potential for IMF and is a temporary condition.  In selecting bulls for use, we must be very careful not to misjudge an animal based on a “point in time” measurement.  Rather we must look at the comparison of the bulls within their contemporary group to determine how they truly performed and their genetic potential for IMF or any other trait.  

Another factor that must be considered in selecting yearling bulls for IMF is the impact of testicular development on expression of IMF.  It is very apparent, when looking at data from the thousands of bulls we ultrasound each year, that testicular development and testosterone production is directly related to ability to express IMF.  Testosterone is an IMF inhibitor, therefore more masculine bulls are often not able to exhibit their genetic potential for marbling in the ultrasound IMF measurement.   A majority of the time we find a bull with high ultrasound IMF, we also note that he has a lower than desired scrotal circumference.  Therefore, producers may inadvertently be selecting for lowered fertility by selecting the highest IMF bull.  It is critical to account for these potential interrelationships and to make selection decisions accordingly.  It is a good idea to evaluate true IMF potential in an individual yearling bull by incorporating sire data, actual carcass data, and heifer mate ultrasound IMF data.
