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_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Abstract 

This study was carried out to examine the effect of short-term selection for 5-weeks of age body 
weight in divergent lines of Japanese quail. Growth curves for both sexes within each selection group 
resembled the general sigmoid shape of a typical growth curve. Gompertz model curves and the observed 
growth curves were very similar. In both males and females the parameter estimates of the Gompertz growth 
curve were obtained with a high determination coefficient (0.9898 ≥ R2 ≥ 0.9840). Sex differences in 
asymptotic weight were found to be significant across lines. Similarly, in both sexes a significant divergent 
selection effect was determined for parameter A. The growth rate in all the Japanese quail lines was 
significantly higher in males than in females. There was also a significant increase in growth rate of the 
females selected for increased 5-week body weight over the control females, as well as a significant decline 
in growth rate of males selected for decreased 5-week body weight compared to the unselected control 
group. 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Introduction 

Growth is a priority trait in the poultry industry. The Japanese quails (Coturnix coturnix japonica) 
have been used widely as a model species in research on poultry breeding and the genetics of growth traits, 
because they are small, less expensive than chickens and turkeys, have a short generation interval and show 
genetic variation for growth traits in most populations (Wilson et al., 1961; Marks, 1990). The growth 
pattern or growth curve of animals for body weight or body parts is described by growth functions. The 
general shape of the growth curve is a sigmoid form and is generally modelled by Logistic, Gompertz or 
Bertalanffy growth functions, which summarize the information into a few biologically interpretable 
parameters (Tzeng & Becker, 1981; Goliomytis et al., 2003).  

There are a number of reported studies on the effect of selection on growth in Japanese quails: Marks 
(1978) reported that growth curve parameters were changed by selection for body weight in Japanese quail. 
The use of Logistic, Gompertz and Bertalanffy models was compared using the growth patterns from a study 
on divergent selection on 4-week body weight (Anthony et al., 1986). Hyankova et al. (2001) also found that 
the shape of the growth curve was affected by short-term selection. However, Anthony et al. (1996) reported 
that the shape of the growth curve was not affected by short-term selection in the Japanese quail. Akbaş & 
Oğuz (1998) used three nonlinear growth models in selected and non-selected quail lines. The heritability 
estimates of growth curve parameters were studied in unselected quails, using the Gompertz model (Akbaş & 
Yaylak, 2000). In unselected chicken populations, Aggrey (2002) compared three non-linear models 
(Richards, Gompertz and Logistic) and the spline regression model.  

Most poultry growth data have been fitted with the Gompertz model (Anthony et al., 1986; 1991; 
Hurvitz et al., 1991; Akbaş & Oğuz, 1998). Therefore, the aim of the present study was to determine the 
effect of divergent selection for 5-week body weight on growth curve parameters of Japanese quail, using the 
Gompertz model.  

 
Materials and Methods 

Two divergently selected lines and a control (CL line) were used in this study.  Over five generations a 
high (HL line) and a low (LL line) line were established by selecting Japanese quail chicks for high and low 
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5-week body weights. Quail chicks were hatched and wing-banded on day of hatch. Their pedigree records 
were taken on the same day. The quail lines were raised in separate brooder batteries. At five weeks of age 
sex identification was carried out according to plumage and colour pattern. Their diet contained 240 g crude 
protein/kg and 10.8 MJ ME/kg. All birds had ad libitum access to the diet and water during the experimental 
period. 

Until eight weeks of age body weights were recorded on all birds, as well as weekly body weights. 
Individual selection for body weight at five weeks of age was applied, with selection intensities of 10% and 
40% for males and females, respectively. Mating was random, to minimize inbreeding. Growth records (352, 
272, and 619) from HL, LL and CL lines, respectively, were used in the analysis. Data of individual body 
weights of quails were analyzed using the Gompertz model described by Ricklefs (1967) as: 

 
 Yt= A exp(-Bexp(-Kt)) 
 

where, Yt is the body weight (g) of birds at t weeks of age (t = 0, 1,…, 8); A, B and K are model parameters: 
A is asymptotic weight when time goes to infinity; B is a scaling parameter (constant of integration), which 
is related with initial values of Y, and K is relative growth rate.  

Weight and age at the inflection point (POI) were calculated as YI = A/e and tI = ln(B)/K, respectively. 
The growth curve functions were fitted individually to the observed data by using a non-linear regression 
procedure with Marquardt algorithm (SAS, 1999). During the iteration procedure, when any parameter 
values at a current iteration did not change in the successive iteration, the procedure stopped and it was 
assumed that the convergence criteria of 1.0E-05 was attained. However, when the iteration for some birds 
did not converge, they were excluded from the analysis. The differences between lines and sex within lines 
for the Gompertz model parameters were tested using PROC GLM (SAS, 1999).  

 
Results and Discussion 

Means of body weights and the standard errors at various ages for both sexes within the HL, CL and 
LL lines are presented in Table 1. Within the HL and LL lines body weight means of females and males were 
found to be similar from hatch to four weeks of age, and within the CL line from hatch to three weeks of age. 
After these ages the body weight of the females was found to be higher (P < 0.05) than that of the males. 
Similar results were reported by Anthony et al. (1986), Du Preez & Sales (1997), Hyankova et al. (2001) and 
Aggrey et al. (2003). Japanese quails exhibit sexual dimorphism in body weight. According to Oğuz et al. 
(1996) females are heavier than males, and this difference becomes apparent at about the third or fourth 
week of age. The effects of short-term divergent selection for 5-week body weight were found to be 
important when comparing the HL and LL lines to the CL line for hatching weight (Table 1). The significant 
effect (P < 0.05) of selection also continued throughout the growing period. These results agree with those of 
Anthony et al. (1986) and Aggrey et al. (2003), but not with the results of Hyankova et al. (2001). Although 
these effects were attributed to the relationship between egg size and body weight of the female (Sefton & 
Siegel, 1974; Marks, 1975), it was reported that maternal effects would be expected to be overcome by 
genetic abilities of the individual bird (Anthony et al., 1986).  

For observed body weights, the percentage deviation of the HL and the LL lines from the CL line is 
presented in Figure 1. Selection responses for body weight in the HL and LL lines were asymmetrical 
throughout the growth period.  Differences between the HL and the LL lines occurred during the first three 
weeks of age.  After this growth rates declined in both these lines and ran parallel with the CL line. These 
results agree with those from Anthony et al. (1986), Darden & Marks (1988), Hyankova et al. (2001) and 
Aggrey et al. (2003).  

The growth patterns of the sexes were different. Therefore, data sets were analysed separately for each 
sex within line. The observed growth curve and the estimated Gompertz curve of each selection line are 
presented in Figure 2 for males and in Figure 3 for females. Growth curves for both sexes within each 
selection group resembled the general sigmoid shape. Gompertz model curves and the observed growth 
curves were very similar. From growth curve analyses, the estimates of Gompertz function parameters (A, B, 
and K), weight and age at the (POI), coefficient of determination and residual variance are given in Table 2. 
The estimates of the Gompertz growth curve were obtained with high determination coefficients (0.9898 ≥ 
R2 ≥ 0.9840) in both males and females. This implies that the growth curves of the observed data were 
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adequately described by the Gompertz function, in agreement with Ricklefs (1973), Tzeng & Becker (1981), 
Anthony et al. (1986) and Akbaş & Oğuz (1998). 
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Figure 1 Deviations (%) from the control (0%) in body weights of lines selected for high (HL) or 
low (LL) body weights at five weeks of age  
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Figure 2 Observed and predicted growth curves for males selected for high (HL) or low (LL) body 
weights at five weeks of age, compared to the control (CL)  
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Table 1 Means and standard errors for body weight at different ages in three experimental Japanese quail lines 
 

 High line Low line Control line 
Age 

(week) 
Female 

(n = 172) 
Male 

(n = 180) 
Female 

(n = 134) 
Male 

(n = 138) 
Female 

(n = 296) 
Male 

(n = 323) 
0 8.8 ± 0.07aA   8.7 ± 0.07aA  7.6 ± 0.05aA  7.5 ± 0.05aA  8.1 ± 0.04aB 8.1 ± 0.04aB 
1 28.3 ± 0.39aA   28.5 ± 0.38aA  21.0 ± 0.33aA  21.4 ± 0.32aA  

  
 

  
  
  

   
   

24.8 ± 0.23aB 25.0 ± 0.22aB 
2 65.7 ± 1.04aA   66.9 ± 0.91aA  43.4 ± 0.83aA  45.1 ± 0.75aA 49.2 ± 0.57aB 49.2 ± 0.45aB 
3 115.6 ± 1.63aA   114.4 ± 1.37aA  78.6 ± 1.20aA    79.2 ± 1.16aB   82.8 ± 0.82aB 81.3 ± 0.65aB 
4 157.6 ± 1.95aA   155.2 ± 1.56aA  113.2 ± 1.23aA  111.3 ± 1.24aA 121.8 ± 0.98aB 118.3 ± 0.83bB 
5 203.9 ± 1.88aA   194.7 ± 1.31bB  143.7 ± 1.16aA  138.6 ± 1.05bA 153.3 ± 1.00aB 146.0 ± 0.82bB 
6 238.3 ± 2.15aA   212.1 ± 1.32bB   167.1 ± 1.22aA  148.1 ± 1.10bA 187.9 ± 1.29aB 165.4 ± 0.83bB 
7 257.8 ± 2.09aA   218.6 ± 1.41bB 185.0 ± 1.43aA  157.2 ± 1.07bA 204.4 ± 1.30aB 171.6 ± 0.98bB 
8 265.2 ± 1.92aA   222.5 ± 1.52bB 187.5 ± 1.62aA  157.5 ± 0.95bA 199.6 ± 1.35aB 169.1 ± 0.91bB 

a,bMeans with different superscripts are significantly different (P < 0.05) between the sexes (female and male) within line 
A,BMeans with different superscripts are significant different (P < 0.05) between lines and control within the sexes (female and male) 
 
 

Table 2 Estimates of growth curve parameters in three experimental Japanese quail lines 
 

 High line Low line Control line 
Parameters    Female Male Female Male Female Male

Gompertz Model parameters 
A (g)        304 ± 2.9aA     237 ± 2.8bA         213 ± 1.7aA    70 ± 1.7bA        239 ± 1.7aB    189 ± 1.7bB 
B 3.93 ± 0.044a   

     
  
    

       

4.06 ± 0.043bA 3.96 ± 0.047a 4.10 ± 0.046bA 4.00 ± 0.039a 3.90 ± 0.037bB 
K (g/week) 0.47 ± 0.006a 0.58 ± 0.006bA 0.47 ± 0.007a  0.58 ± 0.007bA 0.46 ± 0.006a 0.54 ± 0.005bB 
Yi (g) 112.1 ± 1.08aA      87.3 ± 1.05bA

 
78.3 ± 0.65aA     62.6 ± 0.64bA 87.9 ± 0.65aB       9.6 ± 0.62Bb 

Ti (week) 2.99 ± 0.044a 2.41 ± 0.043bA 2.96 ± 0.041a 2.47 ± 0.040bA 3.07 ± 0.023a 2.55 ± 0.029bB 
R2 0.985           0.989 0.989 0.989  0.984 0.987 
Residual Variance (g2) 463.7 271.9 155.9 127.5 298.0 180.3

a,bValues with different superscripts are significantly different (P < 0.05) between the sexes (female and male) within line 
A,BValues with different superscripts are significantly different (P < 0.05) between lines and control within the sexes (female and male) 
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Figure 3 Observed and predicted growth curves for females selected for high (HL) or low 
(LL) body weights at five weeks of age, compared to the control (CL) 

 
 

The parameters of the Gompertz equation were generally affected by divergent selection and sex. 
Asymptotic weights (estimates of parameter A) were higher in females (P < 0.05) than in males for all lines. 
Sex differences in parameter A were also reported in European quail (Du Preez & Sales, 1997) and Japanese 
quail (Akbaş & Oğuz, 1998; Akbaş & Yaylak, 2000; Aggrey et al., 2003). There were significant (P < 0.05) 
asymptotic weight differences between the HL line and the CL line and between the LL line and the CL line 
for males and females (P < 0.05). These results revealed the effect of divergent selection for 5-week body 
weight on the asymptotic weights of quails. Asymptotic weights for females and males in HL were about 
27.5% and 25.4% heavier than the CL females and males, respectively. However, the LL females and males 
were about 0.89% and 10.05% lower than the CL females and males, respectively. These results indicated 
that the HL line and the LL line responded differently to selection.  

Parameter B (scale parameter) is related to initial weight (hatching weight) of the quails. The 
differences between the estimates of parameter B for females and males were found to be significant (P < 
0.05). Although the B parameter estimate of females was higher than that of males in the CL line, they were 
higher in males than in females for the divergent selection lines. Kızılkaya et al. (2004) also found that the B 
estimate of females was higher than that of males for the Gompertz model in non-selected quails. However, 
Akbaş & Oğuz (1998) reported a larger estimate of the B parameter for males than for females in the 
Gompertz model. Akbaş & Yaylak (2000) determined non-significant differences between females and 
males for the B parameter in the Gompertz equation for non-selected quails. Although the effect of divergent 
selection on the B parameter estimate was significant in males, non-significant results were found in females.  

Parameter K describes the rate or earliness of maturity. The smaller value estimate indicates longer 
periods of growth and higher mature weights. Akbaş & Yaylak (2000) and Kızılkaya et al. (2004) reported a 
negative correlation between parameters A and K for Japanese quails. As evident from Table 2, a significant 
effect of sex was determined on the estimates of K within selected and control lines. The K parameter 
estimates were larger in males than in females. Du Preez & Sales (1997), Akbaş & Oğuz (1998), Akbaş & 
Yaylak (2000), and Kızılkaya et al. (2004) found that the estimated difference between sexes for the 
parameter K was significant in Japanese quails, but Anthony et al. (1986; 1991) reported a non-significant 
sex effect on parameter K. A significant (P < 0.05) divergent selection effect for the K parameter estimate 
was determined on the difference between HL line and the CL line, and between the LL and CL lines for 
males.  However, there was no significant difference between selection groups and CL line in females. 

As seen in Table 2, there were significant sex differences in age and weights at POI within the 
selection and control lines (P < 0.05). Results in this study showed that females reached the POI about four 
days later than males. Du Preez & Sales (1997) reported that this delay was likely to arise from the greater 
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asymptotic value and consequently the longer acceleration phases in the growth curves. Therefore, weight at 
POI and mature weight of females were higher than of males. Similar results were reported by Akbaş & 
Oğuz (1998), Akbaş & Yaylak (2000), Aggrey et al. (2003) and Kızılkaya et al. (2004). In this study, fixed 
growth shapes with POI were about 37% of asymptote for the Gompertz model. Divergent selection for 
5-week body weight affected age at POI in males, but not in females. However, it affected weight at POI in 
both sexes. A similar result was reported by Aggrey et al. (2003). Although age at maximum growth was 
approximately the same in the selection and control lines for the females, a significant age difference was 
found for the males. 

 
Conclusion 

The results from this study indicate that response to divergent selection in the linear part (5-week body 
weight) of the growth curve is evident in the growth pattern of quails. Short-term selection resulted in 
asymmetric response in divergent lines. Its effect was different in females and males. Growth or different 
periods of growth, such as developmental or maturation periods, in divergent lines may be controlled by 
different genes or their effect may be altered under the pressure of selection by sex. Therefore, body weight 
in the divergently selected lines could be considered as different traits.  
 
Acknowledgement 

This study was supported by The Scientific Research Projects Unit of Akdeniz University 
(pr.no:2001.01.0121.030). The authors thank I.H. Genc, University of Idaho, Statistics, College of Science, 
Moscow, Idaho-USA, for his technical assistance. 
 
References 
Aggrey, S.E., 2002. Comparison of three nonlinear and spline regression models for describing  chicken 

growth curves. Poult. Sci. 81, 1782-1788. 
Aggrey, S.E., Ankra-Badu, G.A. & Marks, H.L., 2003. Effect of long-term selection on growth 

characteristics in Japanese quail. Poult. Sci. 82, 538-542. 
Akbas, Y. & Oguz, I., 1998. Growth curve parameters of lines of Japanese quail (Coturnix coturnix 

japonica), unselected and selected for four-week body weight. Arch. Geflügelk. 62 (3), 104-109. 
Akbaş, Y. & Yaylak, E. 2000. Heritability estimates of growth curve parameters and genetic correlations 

between the growth curve parameters and weights at different age of Japanese quail. Arch. Geflugelk. 
64 (4), 141-146. 

Anthony, N.B., Nestor, K.E. & Bacon, W.L., 1986. Growth curves of Japanese quail as modified by 
divergent selection for 4-week body weight. Poult. Sci. 65, 1825-1833. 

Anthony, N.B., Emmerson, D.A., Nestor, K.E. & Bacon, W.L., 1991. Comparison of growth curves of 
weight selected populations of turkeys, quail and chickens. Poult. Sci. 70, 13-19. 

Anthony, N.B., Nestor, K.E. & Marks, H.L., 1996.  Short-term selection for four-week body weight in 
Japanese quail. Poult. Sci. 75, 1192-1197. 

Barbato, G.F.1991. Genetic architecture of growth curve parameters in chickens. Theor. Appl. Genet. 83, 24-
32. 

Darden, J.R. & Marks, H.L., 1988. Divergent selection for growth in Japanese quail under split and complete 
nutritional environments. 1. Genetic and correlated responses to selection. Poult. Sci. 67, 519-529. 

Du Preez, J.J. & Sales, J., 1997. Growth rate of different sexes of European quail (Coturnix coturnix). Br. 
Poult. Sci. 38, 314-315. 

Goliomytis, M., Panopoulou, E. & Rogdakis, E., 2003. Growth curves for body weight and major component 
parts, feed consumption, and mortality of male broiler chickens raised to maturity. Poult. Sci. 82, 
1061-1068. 

Hurvitz, S., Talpaz, H., Bartov, I. & Plavnik, I., 1991.Characterization of growth and development of male 
British united turkeys. Poult. Sci. 70, 2419-2424. 

Hyankova, L., Knizetova, H., Dedkova,  L., & Hort , J., 2001. Divergent selection shape of growth curve in 
Japanese quail 1. Responses in Growth parameters and food conversion. Br. Poult. Sci. 42, 583-589. 

Kızılkaya, K., Balcıoğlu, S., Yolcu, H.I. & Karabağ, K., 2004. The application of exponential method in the 
analysis of growth curve for Japanese quail. Arch. Geflügelk. 69 (4) (in press). 

 
The South African Journal of Animal Science is available online at http://www.sasas.co.za/Sajas.html 
 
 



South African Journal of Animal Science 2005, 35 (2)  
© South African Society for Animal Science 
 
 

89

Marks, H.L., 1975. Relationship of embryonic development to egg weight, hatch weight, and growth in 
Japanese. Poult. Sci. 54, 1257-1262. 

Marks, H.L., 1978. Growth curve changes associated with long-term selection for body weight in Japanese 
quail. Growth 42, 129-140. 

Marks, H.L., 1990. Genetics of growth and meat in other galliformes. In: Poultry Breeding and Genetics. Ed. 
Crawford, R.D., Elsevier, Amsterdam, The Netherlands. pp. 677-690. 

Oğuz, İ., Altan, Ö., Kırkpınar, F. & Settar, P., 1996. Body weights, carcase characteristics, organ weights, 
abdominal fat, and lipid content of liver and carcase in two lines of Japanese quail (Coturnix coturnix 
japonica), unselected and selected for four week body weight. Br. Poult. Sci. 37, 579-588. 

Ricklefs, R.E., 1967. A graphical method of fitting equations to growth curves. Ecology 48, 978-983. 
Ricklefs, R.E., 1973. Patterns of growth in birds. Ibis 115, 177-201. 
Sefton, A.E. & Siegel, P.B., 1974. Inheritance of body weight in Japanese quail. Poult. Sci. 53, 1597-1603. 
SAS, 1999. Statistical Analysis System for Windows (Released 8.2). SAS Institute Inc., Raleigh, North 

Carolina, USA. 
Tzeng, R.Y. & Becker, W.A., 1981. Growth patterns of body and abdominal fat weight in male broiler 

chickens. Poult. Sci. 60, 1101-1106. 
Wilson, W.O., Abbott, U.K. & Abplanalp, H., 1961. Evaluation of Coturnix (Japanese quail) as a pilot 

animal for poultry. Poult. Sci. 40, 651-657. 

 
The South African Journal of Animal Science is available online at http://www.sasas.co.za/Sajas.html 
 
 


	M.S. Balcıoğlu1#, K. Kızılkaya2, H.İ. Yolcu1 and K. Karabağ1
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Growth is a priority trait in the poultry industry. The Japa
	There are a number of reported studies on the effect of sele
	Materials and Methods
	Weight and age at the inflection point (POI) were calculated
	Results and Discussion

	Gompertz Model parameters
	Parameter K describes the rate or earliness of maturity. The
	As seen in Table 2, there were significant sex differences i
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgement


