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Stilbestrol implants a re dassed as "food ad ditives." As 

s uch their use comes under the jur·isdiction of t he Federal 

Food and Drug Adminis tration. Permits for t heir manu

fac ture and sale have been issued to drug companies. 

Dosages and conditions for their use are s pecified and must 

be foUowed by t he user to comply with t he regulations. 

The producer is responsible for following the label specifications or 
instructions to comply with the regulations and limitations of the Pure 
Food and Drug laws. 



The Performance of Steers on Pasture and 
in the Feedlot as Affected by 

Stilbestrol Implants 
T. DONALD BELL, J. J. DAHMEN, AND WADE WELLS* 

DIETHYLSTILBESTROL, more commonly known as stilbestrol, 
has been fed in steer fattening rations by a large number of 

feeders since 1954. Implants of stilbestrol have also been widely 
used by cattle feeders for the past several years. 

Radabaugh and Embry (1) in 1959 summarized the results 
from the reported experiments of the various experimental sta
tions. They found that steers on fattening rations fed stilbestrol 
orally gained an average of 14.3 percent faster in 92 trials than 
similar control steers. Stilbestrol-implanted steers on fattening 
rations gained 14.2 percent more than similar non-implanted 
steers in 63 trials. 

Less information is available concerning the value of stilbes
trol implants in steer wintering rations and for steers on pasture, 
as well as the effect of implanting during the winter or on pas
ture upon subsequent feedlot gains. Kircher (2), Harvey et al. 
(3), Smith et al. (4) and Radabaugh and Embry (5) have re
ported increased steer gains on pasture through the use of stil
bestrol implants. Kercher (6), Thompson and Kercher (7), Rada
baugh and Embry (5), and England (8) have reported that steers 
implanted with stilbestrol during the summer pasturing period 
gained as well in the feedlot as those that were not implanted. 
The effects of implanting during the wintering period upon sub
sequent pasture gains have not been consistent ( 4) ( 5). 

Because of the limited information available concerning the 
use of the implants under Idaho conditions, cooperative studies 
were initiated in 1957 with cattlemen in Idaho and Washington to 
determine the value of stilbestrol implants in their feeding and 
grazing programs. The studies had the following objectives: 

1. To determine the value of stilbestrol implants in the winter
ing rations of yearling steers and steer calves that were to be 
pastured the following summer and fattened in the dry lot the 
following fall. 
• Hc .. ad, Det>artnlent of Animnl Husbandry; Sut>(_)rint<-ncltmt, Caldwt•ll Br~tnch E'perlnwnt Sta
tion; ond Animal Husbandry Extension Specinli;t, respectively. 

(3) 
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2. To determine the effect of stilbestrol implants upon sum
mer pasture gains and fall feeder grades of yearling steers, steer 
calves, and suckling calves still with their mothers. 

3. To determine the effect of previous implantation upon sub
sequent performance on pasture and in the feedlot. 

Wintering Studies 
The effects of the implants upon winter gains were studied 

with six different groups of weaner calves totaling 438 head and 
with 336 head of yearlings, belonging to one cooperator. The 
calves in the trials weighed approximately 400 pounds at the start 
of the tests and the older steers weighed approximately 700 pounds. 
The steers in each experimental group were individually identified 
with ear tags and divided at random into two groups. The steers 
in one group were implanted with stilbestrol while those in the 
other were not implanted and served as controls. The calves in 
five of the tests received one 12 mg. implant of stilbestrol and the 
yearlings and calves in one of the tests each received two 12 mg. 
implants. Implanting was done under the skin of the ear. The 
steers were fed wintering rations consisting largely of hay and 
silage with a limited amount of grain or protein supplement. In
dividual weights were taken at the beginning of the wintering 
period and at the end of the tests. The comparative rates of gain 
for the implanted and non-implanted cattle are shown in Table 1. 

It will be seen from the table that the implants increased the 
average daily gains in all of the tests, but the amount of increase 
was not statistically significant in Calf Tests 3, 5, and 6. There 
appeared to be no consistent relationship between initial size and 
effect of implanting nor between type of ration and response to 
the implants. 

Pasturing Studies 
Some 400 calves, 600 yearlings, and 50 suckling calves were in

cluded in the pasturing studies. The comparative rates of gain of 
the implanted and non-implanted groups are shown in Table 2. 
In most of the tests, feeder grades were estimated by experienced 
graders at the end of the grazing periods. Numerical values were 
assigned to the grades so that averages could be determined for 
the treated and untreated groups. These averages are given in 
Table 2. The numerical values assigned to the various grades were 
as follows: 

High choice ........................................ 12 
Middle choice .................................... 11 
Low choice ........................................ 10 
High good .......................................... 9 



Table 1. Effect of s tilbestrol implants upon winter gains of calves and yearlings. 

Average dally 
No. of 

Av. Weight 
gain of 

Test No. of days - Size of implanted 
No. cattle on test Initial-- Final implant cattle 

-
lb. lb. lb. 

Calves 
200 116 430 572 24 mg. 1.30 .. 

2 50 55 375 405 12 mg. .66• 

3 50 55 362 407 12 mg. .84 
4 38 145 448 609 12 mg. 1.22• 

5 55 142 390 492 12 mg. .78 

6 45 139 331 421 12 mg. .65 
Total & 

Averages 438 40:! 512 1.03 

Yearlings 

1 336 145 686 764 24 mg. .63• 

• Signif icantly greater than controls at 5 percent level of probability. 

•• Significantly greater than controls at l percent level of probability. 

Average daily 
gain of cattle 
that were not 

implanted 
(controls) 

lb. 

1.13 
.43 
.80 

1.00 
.67 
.64 
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Table 2. Effect of stllbestrol implant UPOn the gains and feeder grades of yearling steers, 
steer calves, and suckling steer calves during the s u.mmer grazing period. 

Implanted cattle Control cattle ·-No. of No. of Av. Fall Av. Fall ..... 
steers days Av. Weight daily feeder da ily feed er tJ 

;t. 
Test No. in test on test Initia l Final gain grade gain grade :X: 

lb. -- - -- 0 lb. lb. lb. 
Calves (12 mg.) ;t. 

1 50 56 405 507 1.96* 1.68 
() 
::0 

2 50 56 407 509 1.94* 1.67 ..... 
(") 

3 200 175 572 833 1.53* 8.57 1.46 8.81 c:: 
4 38 118 609 817 1.86'" 8.30 1.65 7.00 r 

>-'3 
5 52 126 492 728 1.84 8.16 1.72 8.74 c:: 

::0 
Total& ;t. 

r 
Averages 390 522 734 1.71 8.46 1.57 8.57 

t'<l 
Yearlings (24 mg.) ~ 

'"0 
1 t'<l 

Heavy 100 54 820 958 2.88** 2,22 ::0 ...... 
Medium 100 86 730 933 2.50*"' 2,22 ~ 

t'<l 
Light 98 86 625 816 2.44** 1.99 <: 
2 320 115 763 1001 2.24*"' 8.20 1.84 7.84 >-'3 

(/) 

Total & 618 >-'3 

Averages 745 954 2.42 8.20 1.99 7.84 
;t. 
>-'3 ..... 

Suckling Calves ( 12 mg.) 0 

50 181 193 446 1.53** 9.69 1.27 8.96 
<: 

• Significantly greater than controls at 5 percent level of probability. 

** Significantly greater than controls at I percent level of probability. 
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Middle good ...................................... 8 
Low good .......................................... 7 
High medium .................................... 6 
Middle medium ................................ 5 
Low medium .................................... 4 

Tests 1 and 2 with calves were conducted in the Ellensburg, 
Washington, area on typical spring-fall ranges. 

The remaining tests were conducted in Idaho during the normal 
summer grazing season and upon private summer pastures in the 
McCall and Fairfield areas. The suckling calves ran with their 
mothers in the Bear Valley area on the Boise National Forest. 

It will be seen from Table 2 that in every test the average gain 
for the implanted cattle was larger than the average gain of the 
non-implanted controls. The greatest response in gain to the im
plants was shown in the yearlings where the increased rates of 
gain ranged from .28 pound up to .66 pound per head per day in 
favor of the implanted steers. In the one test with suckling calves 
those implanted gained 1.53 pounds per head per day compared 
to 1.27 pounds per head per day for the calves that were not im
planted. 

Response of the steer calves (short-yearlings) varied and the 
average daily gain of the implanted steers above those not im
planted ranged from .07 pound up to .28 pound per head per day. 

There has been some concern about the effect of the implants 
upon the appearance and feeder grade of the treated cattle. Many 
people, including buyers and growers, feel that the hormone im
plants lower the quality of the animals and that the implanted 
cattle can be recognized by their high tail heads and their rough 
"hippy" appearance. These opinions were not borne out by these 
tests and it will be seen from the average grades for the differ
ent groups of cattle reported in Table 2 that the implanted cattle 
generally graded s lightly higher than those that were not im
planted. 

Effect of Previous Implanting Upon Summer Gain 
Cattlemen are naturally concerned about the possible effect of 

implanting during the wintering period upon the subsequent sum
mer gain. Tests with three groups of yearlings are summarized in 
Table 3. These are some of the same cattle that were included in the 
previous section on "Pasturing Studies" and the results are present
ed in more detail to show the effect of previous implanting upon the 
gains the following summer. 

Table 3 shows that implanting during the winter had no con
sistent effect upon the gains the followng summer of either those 
that were re-implanted on pasture or those which were not re-im
planted. The gains of the summer-implanted cattle that had not 



00 

Table 3. Effect of implanting during the wintering period upon the subsequent 
summer pasture gains of calves and yearlings. ..... 

t;) 
Average da ily gain Average daily gain ~ 

No. of Average Days of ca.ttle implanted of cattle not :X: 
steers lnltial on beginning of summer implanted during 0 
In test weight t.est grazing period grazing period ~ - - a 

lb. lb. lb. ::0 ..... 
() 

Ca I ves (Short-yearlings) c:: 
t"' 

Test 1 ., 
No winter implant JOO 569 175 1.54 1.52 c:: 

::0 
Previous winter implant 100 575 175 1.51 1.40 ~ 

t"' 

Test 2 ttl 
><: 

No winter implant 19 596 118 1.83 1.60 ., 
ttl 

Previous winter implant 19 624 118 1.88 1.71 ::0 ..... 
~ 

Test 3 ttl :;z: 
No winter implant 27 503 126 1.89 1.77 ., 
Previous winter implant 25 482 126 1.78 1.68 (/) 

'"'3 
~ 

Yearlings ., 
..... 

Previous winter implant 150 766 115 2.22 1.87 0 
No previous implant 170 761 115 2.26 1.82 :;z: 



Table 4. Feedlot gains as affected by previous implantation w'ith stilbestrol 

Av. daily gains Av. da ily gains of 
of controls Days in Av. steers implanted 

No. of (no feed lot feed finish w hen placed in 
cattle implants) lot grad es feed lot (36 mg.) 

lb. lb. 

No previous implants 50 2.18 98 8.85 2.69 

Implants previous winter (24 mg.) 50 2.28 98 9 .38 2.69 

Implants previous summer (24 mg.) 50 2.31 98 9.18 2.76 

Implants both previous winte1· 
and previous summer 50 2.30 98 9.15 2.77 

Av. 
finish 
grades 

9.30 

9.68 

9.50 

10.00 

"0 
ttl 
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been previously implanted during the winter were slightly larger in 
three of the groups and slightly less in one of the test groups than 
the gains of those that had not been previously implanted. 

The average daily gains of the summer controls (cattle not im
planted on pasture) that received the winter implants were slight
ly larger in two of the test groups and slightly less in two of the 
groups than the gain of those that had not been previously im
planted. 

Effect of Previous Implantation 
Upon Subsequent Feedlot Performance 

Many cattle feeders and feeder buyers in the western part of 
the United States feel that previously-implanted cattle will not do 
as well in the feedlot as those that have not been previously im
planted, and, consequently, will not pay as much for them. 

Four groups totaling 200 head of cattle were followed through 
the wintering, pasturing, and feedlot phases to study the effect 
of previous implanting upon the feedlot gains and final grades. 
The average daily gains for the different groups and the average 
slaughter grades estimated by a committee of three experienced 
graders are shown in Table 4. 

It will be seen from Table 4 that previous implan ting had little 
effect upon the feedlot gain of steers that were re-implanted in 
the feedlot or steers that served as controls and were not im
planted. In fact, the small differences in rates of gain were in 
favor of the previously-implanted cattle. Neither was there a 
great deal of difference in the estimated s laughter grades of t he 
previously-implanted cattle and those that had not been previously 
implanted - and again the slight differences were in favor of 
the cattle that had been previously implanted. 

Summary 

Cooperative studies were conducted with cattlemen in Idaho 
and Washington to determine the value of stilbestrol implants in 
the wintering, grazing, and finishing phases of their cattle feeding 
programs. 

In virtually all of the tests, the winter gains of steer calves and 
yearling steers fed a ration consisting largely of roughage with a 
small amount of concentrate were increased when stilbestrol im
plants were given at the beginning of the wintering period. The 
customary dose for the calves was a single 12 mg. implant and the 
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customary dose for the yearlings was two 12 mg. implants. In
creased average rates of gain for the implanted calves ranged 
from .01 pound per head per day up to .23 pound per head per day. 
The implanted yearlings gained an average of .17 pound more per· 
day than the steers that were not implanted. 

Summer pasture gains were increased in all of the tests by 
the hormone implantation. The greatest response was shown in 
heavy, long yearling steers where the implanted cattle gained an 
average of .66 pound more per day than those that were not im
planted. The response of the calves (short-yearlings) was smaller 
and more variable - the diffe1·ence in favor of the implanted 
calves ranging from .02 pound per day up to .28 pound. Implanted 
suckling calves gained .26 pound per day per head more than suck
ling calves that were not implanted. 

Previous implanting during the wintering had no consistent 
effect upon the subsequent summer gains on pasture - either 
when the steers were re-implanted or were not implanted on pas
ture. Previous implantation, either during the wintering period 
or pasturing period, had little effect upon the subsequent cattle 
response to stilbestrol implantation in the feedlot, nor did pre
vious implantation affect the feedlot gains of those cattle that 
were not re-implanted. 

Feeder and slaughter grades were not consistently affected 
by hormone implantation. There was a tendency, however, for the 
implanted cattle that made the larger gains on pasture or in the 
feedlot to grade a little higher than the cattle that were not im
planted. 
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