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Objectives  
Lameness in sheep and cattle is one of the top endemic health conditions, both in the UK and 
further afield. Previous research has highlighted improved knowledge of best practice in relation 
to lameness management and treatment, yet there are several barriers to on-farm implementation 
of this body of knowledge. This includes in relation to farmers’ and advisors’ behaviour, and 
their interactions in managing and responding to lameness. Existing research has sought to apply 
behaviour change theory to on-farm management practices. One such framework is the 
Behavioural Change Wheel (BCW), which focuses around the COM-B model of behaviour, and 
seeks to explore the role of capability, opportunity and motivation in a given behaviour. This 
research uses this model to explore: 1) farmer and advisor perceptions of lameness in sheep, beef 
and dairy cattle systems; 2) how capability, opportunity and motivation influence lameness 
management practices in these systems, and; 3) how interaction between farmers and their 
advisors influences lameness management in these systems. 
 
Materials and methods 
Ethical approval for the research was obtained from both research institutions prior to data being 
collected and all participants provided consent to take part. A qualitative approach was 
undertaken, specifically semi-structured interviews with farmers and their advisors. All farmer 
participants kept one or more of dairy cattle, beef cattle and/or sheep and were based in the north 
of England (UK). Their advisors were based in the north of England or operated at a national 
level. In total 29 farmers and 21 advisors took part. Interviews took place in person (n=13) prior 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, and either online or over the phone (n=37) after Covid-19 restrictions 
were imposed.  
 
All interviews were recorded, transcribed and uploaded into Nvivo for thematic analysis. 
Identified themes were then explored in relation to the COM-B model to identify the role of 
capability, opportunity and motivation in lameness management. 
 
Results 
Lameness was viewed as complex and multifactorial across beef, dairy and sheep sectors. Whilst 
knowledge surrounding lameness would appear to be good, as demonstrated through various 
management techniques, several challenges to the application of this knowledge and 
implementation of best practice were identified in relation to both physical and social 
opportunity, psychological capability and motivation, and the interaction between these. 
Factors related to social capability included farmers’ perceived habituation, industry targets or 
requirements for lameness prevalence (i.e., assurance schemes) and the need for good farmer-
advisor relationships, in particular with vets. Whilst a social pressure comes from within each 
livestock sector to have low levels of lameness, these can be challenging to deliver. The physical 
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opportunity for lameness management was limited in some instances by practical constraints on 
farm, including time, finance and environment considerations, including several perceived to be 
outside of the farmer’s control. Physical opportunity was also limited for advisors in terms of 
practical opportunities to engage on-farm reducing opportunities for conversation. 
 
In addition, advisors in particular perceived that there was also a culture of being habituated to 
lameness, especially within the sheep sector, with perceived levels of lameness often lower than 
the actual prevalence. This coupled with the perceived inevitability of animals becoming lame by 
farmers, the condition’s chronic nature and emotiveness (no one likes to be seen to be cruel) also 
influenced farmers’ psychological capability and motivation for management.  
 
Central to addressing the above was a need for good farmer-advisor relationships. Within this, 
the communication and interpersonal skills of advisors were viewed as important facilitators for 
building good relationships and creating opportunities for managing farmer motivation and 
beliefs surrounding their capability within individual contexts. 
 
Conclusions 
This research highlights the importance of physical and social opportunity, psychological 
capability and motivation for farmers in the management of lameness. In particular, the 
acknowledgement of the importance of developing good farmer-advisor relationships is 
significant. These findings would suggest that strategies that facilitate enablement of farmers 
(e.g., reducing barriers to increase capability) would be important for improving lameness 
management, with advisors playing a key role in supporting farmers in achieving this. Given that 
vets in particular would appear to have an important role in enabling farmers to change, future 
strategies should therefore look to maximise opportunities for engagement between them. 
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