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Objectives 
This paper presents findings from in-depth qualitative research with farmers and farm advisors 
on lameness in sheep and cattle in the north of England. We draw on anthropological work by 
Annemarie Mol (2002) on the human disease atherosclerosis, to explore the multiple realities of 
lameness in sheep and cattle, how these are associated with the scale at which lameness is 
enacted by farmers, farmer advisors and farm animals, and the implications this has for the 
communication of messages about the management of lameness between different stakeholder 
groups. 
 
Materials and methods 
We utilise the findings of in-depth interviews conducted with 29 farmers from the north of 
England, and 21 UK-based farm advisors (e.g., veterinarians, foot trimmers, etc.). Ethical 
approval was obtained prior to data collection, and all participants provided either written or oral 
consent prior to participation. Interviews took place between September 2019 and March 2021. 
Initially these were conducted in-person, with later interviews conducted remotely due to Covid-
19 restrictions. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were 
coded via Nvivo software using a codebook developed by the authors and thematically analysed. 
The results also draw from observational fieldwork at 11 of the farms as part of a ‘farm walk’ 
with the interviewees, during which notes and photographic data were produced. We present the 
findings using a scaled framework which emerged from the ways in which interviewees 
described the practices of interacting with and managing lameness. This explores the foot, 
animal, farm and national scales.  
 
Results 
At the foot, lameness is visceral and sensory, involving smell, touch, sight. The condition is 
observed and acted on by farmers and advisors in isolation from the rest of the animal’s body. 
Farmers, foot trimmers and sometimes vets are actively involved at this scale, however the 
animals themselves are not. At the animal scale, sensory descriptors are still mentioned, but sight 
is dominant, especially in terms of observing movement. Human and non-human relationships 
become important, for example, knowing an animal’s typical behaviours and individual history 
and descriptions of animals’ emotions. This is aided by farm records, such as production data 
and animal pedigrees. At this scale the animal becomes an active co-creator in ‘doing’ lameness 
along with farmers and advisors. At the farm scale, the sights and behaviours of groups of 
animals become key, e.g., the herd/flock, management groups, or age cohorts, as well as 
differences between breeds and species. Knowledge of the geography and history of the farm and 
variations in seasonality and climate aid in knowing and managing lameness. At the national 
scale, lameness becomes a moral issue and considerations of how good welfare is understood 
and practiced becomes a key in understanding and responding to the condition. Lameness is 
frequently mentioned by advisors as statistics, e.g., average rates and percentages within the 
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national herd or flock, rather than as an issue of individual animals. These statistics are then used 
as tools to benchmark rates of lameness and evaluate practice at smaller scales.  
 
Conclusions 
This paper presents a novel way of viewing lameness in sheep and cattle, describing how the 
multiple realities of the condition are associated with the different scales at which it is enacted. 
These findings have implications for the way messages related to the management of lameness 
are conveyed between for example, farmers, veterinary professionals and policy makers. Firstly, 
we suggest there needs to be a better appreciation of the different ways lameness is known and 
enacted when considering the framing of messages aimed at farmers and their advisors. 
Secondly, overlap exists between the ways in which lameness is known at these scales. 
Identifying these presents opportunities for more effectively targeting communication between 
stakeholder groups. 
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