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Discussion of the scaling factor of mammalian basal metabolic rate with body mass (BM)
divides people into those who support scaling to BM0.67 and those who support scaling to
BM0.75 – although the exponent has usually been found between these two values (Kleiber, 1932;

Brody et al., 1934; White and Seymour, 2003, 2005; Savage et al., 2004). In particular, deviation from 0.67 is
considered relevant, as this is interpreted as proof that Rubner’s ‘surface law’ (Rubner, 1883)

is not valid. It has been found repeatedly that the scaling factor increases with increasing
range in body size of the animals included in the data set (Glazier, 2005; White and Seymour, 2005).
This has been interpreted to be a consequence of large mammals (mostly herbivores)
harbouring symbiotic bacteria in their gastrointestinal tract and therefore (a) they are
hardly ever in a ‘post-absorptive’ state and (b) the metabolism of these symbionts is
included in any measurement on the host organism. The only way to address this problem
is to exclude larger species from regressions. Using the n = 13 data set from Kleiber (1932),
White and Seymour (2003) demonstrated that by including larger animals, basal metabolic
rate scales to BM0.74 in that data set, but to BM0.67 if only the smallest five species are used.
Another approach in domestic ruminants would be to use animals fitted with a rumen
fistula, by which this forestomach compartment – which comprises the majority of the gut
contents of ruminants – can be emptied. To our knowledge, the only study recording
comparative heat production of ruminants with a full and empty rumen is that of Torrent
and Johnson (1996). If, following White and Seymour (2003) for didactic purposes, both data
points of that study are included in regressions of Kleiber’s lower five data points, the
regression including the full rumen yields an exponent of 0.78 (linear regression of
ln-transformed values using SPSS 12.0; R2 = 0.996, P < 0.001, exponent = 0.783 [95% CI:
0.715–0.842]), and the regression including the empty rumen an exponent of 0.68
(R2 = 0.999, P < 0.001, exponent = 0.682 [95% CI: 0.667–0.698]) (Fig. 1). Regardless of the
physiological mechanisms that lead to the quantification of the exponent, this comparison
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supports the belief that the scaling factor shifts from 0.67 towards 0.75 with increasing
relevance of the gut contents in the animals measured, and recommends fistulated, domestic
ruminants for further studies into this phenomenon.
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Fig. 1. Kleiber’s (1932) original data set on body mass (BM, kg) and basal metabolic rate (kJ ·day−1)
with data on domestic sheep with full or empty rumens (Torrent and Johnson, 1996). Regressions for
Kleiber’s five lower data points and the sheep data.
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