
 

BEEF CATTLE RESEARCH UPDATE 
Britt Hicks, Ph.D., PAS 

Area Extension Livestock Specialist 
January 2022 

Effects of a Transitional Supplement on Beef Heifers Grazing Wheat pasture 
Research has shown that cattle transitioning to wheat pasture after preconditioning require an 
acclimation period before significant body weight (BW) gains occur.1, 2, 3   For example, 2003 
Oklahoma research reported that calves grazing wheat pasture in central Oklahoma lost weight 
during the first 10 days of grazing, but by day 20, they recovered to their initial weight at the time of 
turnout.4 
 
A 3-year grazing study (2015 – 2017) conducted in Ardmore, Oklahoma evaluated three 
supplemental strategies for heifers preconditioned for 56 days (in grass traps) prior to being turned 
out on wheat pasture.5  The three strategies were: (1) supplement at 1% of BW during the 
preconditioning period (1%PC), (2) supplement at 2% of BW during the preconditioning period 
(2%PC), and (3) a transitional strategy of 2% of BW during the preconditioning period and the first 
21 d on wheat pasture (2%PCWP).  The objective of this study was to determine the effects on 
weight gain and net returns of feeding supplements from preconditioning through the transition to 
wheat pasture. 
 
The supplements were limit-fed on a dry mater (DM) basis and adjusted weekly based on average 
daily gain (ADG) targets of 1.50, 1.98, and 1.98 lb/head for cattle in the 1%PC, 2%PC, and 
2%PCWP treatment groups, respectively.  Cattle were fed daily beginning on day 1 and lasting 
through the length of the preconditioning period.  On a DM basis, the major feed ingredients in the 
supplement were soybean hulls (40%), dried distillers grains (30%), corn gluten feed (17%), and 
wheat middlings (10%).  This supplement contained 19.8% crude protein and 77.3% TDN on a DM 
basis.   
 
The effects of the treatments on performance and net returns are shown in Table 1.  These 
researchers reported that during preconditioning, cattle fed at 2% of BW gained 0.44 lb/day more 
than cattle fed at 1% of BW (P < 0.000; 1.92 vs 1.48 lb/day) and were ~25 lb heavier at the end of 
preconditioning (P < 0.000).   
 
The cattle on wheat pasture lost weight quickly (<3 day) and rebounded slowly following the 
transition onto pasture.  By the end of the first week on wheat pasture, total accumulated gain for the 
1%PC and 2%PC treatments remained negative at -9.5 and -7.5 lb/head, respectively, but the 
transitional (2%PCWP) treatment group had a positive gain of 0.7 lb/head.  By the end of week 2, 
cattle in all 3 treatments had positive, but different (P = 0.0145) accumulated total gains of 9.5, 8.8, 
and 20.5 lb/head for the 1%PC, 2%PC, and 2%PCWP treatments, respectively.  By the end of the 
wheat grazing period, total accumulated gain did not differ significantly between treatments.  In 
addition, ADG did not differ (P = 0.20) among treatments over the entire grazing period. 
 
Feeding at 1% of BW generated the highest net return of ~$23/head.  The feeding at 2% of BW 
treatments had per animal net returns of ~$22 less with no feeding on wheat pasture and ~$61 less 
when fed on wheat pasture. 

 
In conclusion, providing a high-energy supplement to cattle transitioning to wheat pasture affected 
their weight gain during the first two weeks.  However, the gains were not sustained in the long run, 
resulting in cattle in the treatment group that were fed at 1% of BW during preconditioning being 
more profitable than the other two feeding strategies.  The additional cost of feed in grass traps and 
the additional cost of feed on wheat pasture outweighed any additional revenue that was received by 
cattle gaining more weight than cattle fed at the lower rate.   These data suggest that the most 
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economically sound practice is to not provide any supplement with the intent of aiding cattle 
transition to wheat pasture.  

 
Table 1. Measures of animal performance and expected values of net returns by treatment. 
 Treatment group1  
Animal and Economic Variable 1%PC 2%PC 2%PCWP P-value 
Preconditioning Phase     
  Receiving weight, lb/head 517.1 513.8  0.7635 
  Days on feed 56 56  — 
  ADG, lb/day 1.48a 1.92b  <0.0001 
  Total gain, lb/head 74.5a 106.1b  <0.0001 
  Ending weight, lb/head 604.2a 629.3b  0.0075 
Wheat Pasture Phase    — 
  Grazing duration, days 119 119 119 — 
  ADG, lb/day 2.18 2.18 2.05 0.1963 
  Total accumulated gain on day 1, lb/head -26.0a -17.4b -14.3c 0.0214 
  Total accumulated gain on day 7, lb/head -9.5a -7.5a 0.7b 0.0354 
  Total accumulated gain on day 14, lb/head 9.5a 8.8a 20.5b 0.0145 
  Total accumulated gain on day 119, lb/head 256.7 254.5 250.0 0.1254 
  Final weight, lb/head 862.2 888.8 872.5 0.1434 
Economics    — 
  Net return, $/head 22.80 1.13 -38.00 — 

Adapted from Moore et al., 2021. 
a–cMeans within a row with differing superscripts were different at a 95% level of confidence. 
11%PC, 2%PC, and 2%PCWP represent supplement on a DM basis of 1% of BW during the 
preconditioning period in grass traps, supplement of 2% BW during the preconditioning period in 
grass  
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