


Potential Cause Remarks
Cow-to-cow Small variation in somatic cell counts from cow-to-cow are presumed to
variation caused by innate physiological differences between cows.

Milking interval The length of a milking interval can influence somatic cell counts to vary,
either increasing or decreasing; however SCCs tend to be higher 
following a shortened milking interval.

Toxins Feeds contaminated by fungal toxins may result in an increase in SCC.

Nutrition Cow nutrition is important in maintaining immunity.  Nutritional
deficiences or inadequate energy may affect a cow's ability to resist
infection.  A well-balanced ration may improve the immune system's 
ability to fight pathogens.

Other systemic Systemic diseases (eg, leptospirosis) may result in an elevated SCC.
diseases

Bulk milk somatic If bulk tank milk SCC increases so does the SCC of indivdual cows in
cell count the herd.  As bulk tank milk SCC decreases so too does the SCC of

Physiological Stressful events (for example disease, extreme weather, or new cows)
stress may cause an increase in SCC even in the absence of an intra-

mammary infection.

Sample storage Methods of storage, preservation, and transportation can cause 
variation in somatic cell counts.

Measurement Some differences in SCC are the result of laboratory errors.  These
error / Testing errors may be a result of malhandling or in reporting results.
equipment Additionally, the accuracy (specificity and sensitivity) of SCC results

vary between testing equipment.
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Still, despite the fourteen factors that 
influence somatic cell count variation that 
are listed here, there are countless others still 
unknown at this time.  The sources of 
variation that influence cell counts tell us 
that SCC is a fairly unrefined measure of 
infection status.  However, despite these 
shortcomings the somatic cell count remains 
an important and practical tool for 
measuring the general health of a herd or of 
individual cows.  It is wise to base herd 
management decisions relating to somatic 
cell count on multiple readings and trends, 
as single-test SCCs are not very useful to 

base mastitis control actions on.  For 
example, using three consecutive monthly 
SCCs may improve decision making.  
Dramatic changes in milk somatic cell 
counts are likely the result of a change in the 
infection status of the cow or herd.  When 
interpreting somatic cell counts it is 
important to interpret individual cow trends, 
consider clinical mastitis history of the 
animal, and any culture results.  Observing 
trends in somatic cell count serves to 
evaluate herd health as an effective 
management tool in consideration of normal 
somatic cell count variations. 
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