
Deer populations across much of North America are 
at all-time highs, and hunters and managers are 

more knowledgeable than ever about producing quality deer 
habitats and healthy deer populations. Information about 
hunting tactics and patterning bucks is readily available, as 
everyone attempts to find a sure-fire way to bag a large buck. 

A common topic of discussion among hunters and 
biologists alike is whether hunters should plan their hunts 
around the moon – especially during the rut. The possible 
impact of the moon on the rut or deer movements has 
piqued my interest as a biologist and hunter, and I believe it 
is worth a look.

Beginning in the 1950s, researchers determined that 
decreasing photoperiod or day length triggered the onset 
of the rut in deer. In the Northern Hemisphere, this occurs 
during fall when an organ in the deer’s brain called the pine-
al gland becomes more active at night and increases produc-
tion of the hormone melatonin as a deer’s eyes perceive the 
decreasing day length. Melatonin in turn is monitored by the 
pituitary gland which regulates hormone production and 
the onset of breeding in female deer. In fact, researchers can 
cause several reproductive cycles in deer in a single year by 
altering the amount of light they are exposed to.

Despite this, the moon persists in hunting lore as a fac-
tor in the timing of the rut, so let’s review this theory. First, 
some basic information about the moon: when the moon 
is full over my home in the Canadian province of New 
Brunswick, it is also full in Florida. If a particular moon 
phase triggered the onset of breeding, then all deer popu-
lations in North America would breed at the same time. 
Because there is so much variability in peak breeding dates 
across the whitetail’s range, it is difficult to understand how 
the moon could be the trigger. The first full moon follow-

By Rod CumBeRland

Research shows that deer breeding is triggered by decreasing day length, or 
“photoperiod,” with deer populations in different regions reacting at dif-
ferent times – despite sharing the same moon phases.
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MOON Myths?

Does the moon influence the rut? 
Data from New Brunswick, Canada, says no.



Now examine the moon-phase patterns during these years. 
Despite normal fluctuations in the timing of the full moon, 
most breeding continued to occur during the last two weeks of 
November and the first few days of December. At least in New 
Brunswick, it appears that the moon has little, if any, influence on 
breeding dates. Our breeding data are similar to those collected in 
other states and provinces.

ing the harvest moon (which is the 
full moon closest to the autumnal 
equinox on September 22 or 23) is 
called the “hunter’s moon,” and it 
typically falls in October or early 
November. It has been argued that 
the hunter’s moon acts as the trig-
ger for deer breeding.

To test this theory, it’s easy 
to find historical moon-phase 
information but difficult to gather 
enough breeding data in the area 
in question. Any deer manager can 
use a fetal ruler to estimate breed-
ing dates of deer in their area. In 
fact, the fetal ruler was created 
from research conducted by QDMA 
founder and wildlife biologist, Joe 
Hamilton. In New Brunswick, we 
have a great system for gathering 
fetal data. Because of provincial 
regulations, almost any time a deer 
is hit on a road, DNR is informed 
of the incident and the location the 
same day it occurs. In each case, a 
local, trained DNR wildlife techni-
cian recovers the deer carcass and 
collects biological information. If 
the technician cannot respond until 
the day after the event, that’s okay 
– temperatures are below freezing 
when does are carrying fetuses. 
Information collected from these 
road kills includes sex, age, fat lev-
els, and reproductive timing and 
success. All fetuses are counted, 
sexed, and aged using a fetal ruler. 
You then count back to determine 
the date of conception and build a 
“peak breeding chart” that reveals 
the approximate timing of the rut 
the previous fall. 

Since 1997, we have collected 
fetuses from 100 to 300 does annu-
ally and now have data from nearly 
1,600 does. These data indicate that 
the peak rut in New Brunswick is 
somewhat variable as you might 
expect for an area that is 28,000 
square miles. Since the age struc-
ture, sex ratio and density of deer 
populations are not uniform throughout the province, this could 
explain some of the variability in breeding dates. Another source 
of potential variation is measuring differences among the multi-
ple wildlife technicians who collected the fetal data. Nevertheless, 
the data reveal some broad trends: most importantly, for this 
nine-year period, the majority of breeding in New Brunswick has 
occurred during the last two weeks of November and the first few 
days of December. 

The chart above depicts breeding dates in the Canadian province of New Brunswick based on fetal 
data collected from nearly 1,600 does over nine years. The bars represent the estimated percentage 
of that year’s sample of does bred per week from late October through the end of December (the 
7-day “weeks” were standardized across the chart by starting at October 1 each year). The white 
circles on the chart represent the date of the full moon. The numbers in the left and right of the 
chart indicate percentages. The mean (or average) conception date for each year is indicated on the 
chart for each year by the white arrow, with the exact date given.

Continued.
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Each year I examine New Brunswick’s deer harvest data in 
an attempt to determine any trends in buck activity. To date, 
I have been unable to show any correlation between moon 
phase and timing of the rut. My findings are not new, however. 
Buss and Harburt (1950), Linsdale and Tomich (1953), Cowan 
(1956), Michael (1970), Newhouse (1973), Zagata and Haugen 
(1974), Kammermeyer (1975), Kufeld et al. (1988), Beier and 
McCullough (1990), and Osborn et al. (2001) all have studied the 
moon’s impact on deer activity. If these authors comprised a jury, 
the moon would be hung as an imposter by a count of 7 to 3.

I also compared daily buck harvest during our four-week 
firearms season to various factors that might influence hunter 
success rates (bucks killed per hunter). Average daily temperature, 
cloud cover, precipitation, barometric pressure, moon phase, 
wind speed and other factors were collected from 2002-2005. My 
results suggest that hunter effort is likely more responsible for 
buck harvest than any other single variable. Presence of snow also 
corresponds to hunter success. How did the moon affect hunter 
success? Based on four seasons of data, during which the full 
moon appeared at various stages of the hunting and breeding sea-
son, no correlation between moon phase and hunter success was 
apparent.

Shifting	Breeding	Dates
When I first examined our breeding data, it appeared that 

peak breeding varied slightly from year to year, though most does 
bred in the last two weeks of November and the first week of 
December. However, since 2002, a possible shift in breeding dates 

Why a Bell Curve?
When a large enough sample of deer breeding dates is collected 

for a local deer population, it will almost always appear as a bell-
shaped curve when the number of does bred by day is presented on 
a chart.  Although the majority of does will be bred over a few days 
or weeks (the mid-section of the “bell”), some will be bred before 
and after the peak of breeding.  Variations caused by the age and 
health of individual 
does, the health of 
the population, and 
other factors result 
in early and late 
“outliers” that form 
the lower slopes of 
the “bell.” 

Through QDM, 
which seeks a more 
balanced sex ratio 
and a more complete age structure among bucks, this bell curve 
will often become more compact.  The number of days between the 
first and last breeding dates each year will be fewer, and the peak of 
the rut will be shorter. However, the peak of the rut will also be more 
intense, reflected by a taller bell curve. Also, the peak will often shift 
earlier in the calendar. All of these trends are good. For example, 
better herd health results from earlier fawn births, hunts are more 
exciting as hunters witness more breeding behaviors during the 
rut, and mature bucks are more competitive and thus more visible 
to hunters.

About	This	Article
This article was published in the October 2007 issue 
of QDMA’s Quality Whitetails magazine. To become 
a QDMA member and receive Quality Whitetails, call 

(800) 209-3337 or visit www.QDMA.com 
for more information.
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has occurred (see the chart on page 71). Until 2002, the peak typi-
cally occurred around November 28. However, as I monitored the 
amount of overlap between our four-week firearms hunting sea-
son and peak breeding, I noticed that the season was overlapping 
a higher and higher percentage of breeding activity. In the late 
1990s our season overlapped 20 to 30 percent of breeding activity; 
the last four years it has overlapped 30 to 44 percent of breeding 
activity. As well, the percentage of does breeding in December 
appears to have declined since 2002. Overall, our data suggest that 
peak breeding has shifted forward a few days. 

This slight but gradual shift in breeding dates over the nine 
years is likely a result of significant changes in New Brunswick’s 
deer population during the same time period. It has been estab-
lished that breeding periods can shift earlier and become more 
compact as adult sex ratios become more balanced and popula-
tions include increased numbers of mature bucks. Other factors 
also can play a role, including overall herd health. 

From 1997 to 2000, our deer herd was relatively small. 
However, in 2001 the number of antlerless permits was reduced 
in an effort to increase deer densities. This was followed by mild 
winters in 2004 and 2005. Typically we lose between 8 and 15 
percent of our deer herd during normal winters and up to 26 
percent during severe winters. Of this loss, fawns usually account 
for half of the deaths. However, winter mortality has been almost 
nonexistent the last few years and fawn survival has reached an 
all-time high. With more deer entering spring in better health, 
summer fawn mortality has dropped from 54 percent to less than 
30 percent. This has all translated into a healthy and growing deer 
herd, and harvest rates have increased by more than 100 percent 

in many management zones since 2001. As a result, it is likely that 
increased herd health and more balanced adult sex ratios in many 
areas are responsible for the shifting breeding dates in recent sea-
sons. 

Conclusion
Unfolding the secrets to deer breeding behavior is more com-

plicated than many realize. Access to a large and reliable data set 
from which to base conclusions is paramount. Remember that 
you don’t have to manage a Canadian province to benefit from 
reproductive data – you can construct your own deer breed-
ing chart using an inexpensive plastic fetal scale (available from 
QDMA) and a pencil. Examine each doe harvested for the pres-
ence of one or more fetuses, especially late in the season. Record 
fetal ages and conception dates, and compile the information 
over time to pinpoint your own rut peak. As your QDM program 
advances, watch the “bell curve” of breeding dates change shape 
and shift in response to your efforts. This is just one of many 
ways you can monitor the deer population you manage and 
become a more effective deer manager as a result. 

In the meantime, should you plan your hunting trips around 
the moon? In my opinion, not if you hunt in New 
Brunswick!

About the Author: Rod Cumberland is a certified wildlife biolo-
gist, a QDMA member, and the deer management biologist for 
the Department of Natural Resources in the Canadian province of 
New Brunswick. 


