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Q: Why do cattle farmers use hormone implants?

A: Hormone implants improve the growth rate of cattle and 
provide more efficient beef production, which leads to 
lower costs passed on to consumers. Implants are a safe 
growth promotant used primarily in feedlot cattle.

Roy Plote is a sixth generation farmer from Leland. He 
farms with his brother and brother-in-law raising beef 
cattle, corn, soybeans, wheat and hay. Roy and his 
wife, Janet, have two sons, Ethan and Avery.

Farmers who raise beef cattle can choose whether or not to use 
hormone implants. Farmers with a beef cow herd with calves will not 
use implants in reproducing animals. Heifer calves that are chosen 
to replace older cows or bred and sold as a replacement will not be 
implanted. Bull calves that are deemed desirable for breeding will not 
receive an implant either.

Heifers that are finished in a feedlot can be implanted. Steers are 
obvious candidates for an implant as most steers are raised for beef 
production.

How are implants given? 
Cattle do not ingest the growth-promoting hormones. The implants are 

small pellets about the size of 1/4” piece of a spaghetti noodle and can vary 
depending on the product and intended length of the feeding period. 

The implant is placed in the middle third of the ear between the cartilage 
and the hide with special implant tools. Most implants contain about 200 
mg of a time-released hormone for an 800 pound animal. Think of that in 
comparison to a 250 pound person taking 500 mg of pain killer. And, we 
expect the medicine to act immediately, while a 200 mg implant can last 
from 75 to 200 days as it dissolves slowly in cattle. 

The ear is used for placement of the implant because ears do not enter 
the food supply. The active ingredients in the implant – most of which are 
naturally occurring hormones – are either estrogens or androgens derived 
from plant and animal sources or produced synthetically.

How do growth promotants work? 
Hormone implants have been used since 1954. Bulls produce testosterone 

and have faster rates of gain because of the hormones in their system.  
However, they also can become aggressive and injure themselves, other 
animals and workers.  

So, it was advantageous to castrate the bulls to become steers, although 
the rate of gain suffered and feeding efficiency lagged. Researchers decided 
a reduced amount of hormone given to steers could result in similar gains 
as intact bulls, without the aggressive tendencies being exhibited.

Implants work by changing what happens to the nutrients that cattle 
eat. Muscle growth is enhanced at the expense of fat deposition. Because 
muscle is more efficient for the animal to produce compared to fat, the 
animal grows faster with less feed consumed.

Are implants safe and  
environmentally friendly? 

As consumers we expect quality 
and reasonable prices for a good and 
healthful product. Yet some have 
concerns about the environmental impact 
of agricultural production practices. 

Implanted cattle actually require less 
time to reach market weights than non-
implanted cattle. With less time spent in 
the feedlot, there is less demand for feed, 
water, fuel (for equipment), and labor, 
as well as less waste produced. With the 
lowered amount of feed needed, one can 
conclude that less land and resources are 
also used per animal.

Hormone implants are regulated by 
the Food and Drug Administration 
and extensive toxicological testing 
is conducted prior to approval of 
any growth promotant. Residues of 
the synthetic hormones are routinely 
monitored by the USDA to ensure the 
safety of the beef. The natural hormones 
are not tested because they are not 
different than those naturally produced 
by the animal and the quantities are a 
small percentage of what is normally 
produced. ■

Source: iowabeefcenter.org/information/IBC48.pdf


