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Zusammenfassung 

Die Kommunikation und Kooperation zwischen TierhalterInnen und TierärztInnen ist von 

zentraler Bedeutung für den Erfolg von Maßnahmen zur Verbesserung des Tierwohls auf 

landwirtschaftlichen Betrieben. In diesem Zusammenhang ist es wichtig für TierärztInnen 

und andere Beratende, ein gutes Verständnis dessen zu entwickeln, was das Verhalten von 

LandwirtInnen in Bezug auf Tierwohl und Tiergesundheit motiviert. Q Methodology bietet 

einen vielversprechenden methodischen Zugang, um die individuelle Motivation von 

TierhalterInnen zu ergründen und Gruppen von Menschen zu identifizieren und zu 

beschreiben, die sich in der Struktur ihrer individuellen Motivation ähneln. Die vorliegende 

Masterarbeit beruht auf einer Studie, in der wir anhand einer Stichprobe von 34 

österreichischen MilchviehhalterInnen untersucht haben, wie 39 kurze Aussagen zum 

Thema Tierwohl und Tiergesundheit von den Teilnehmenden bewertet werden. Die 

Aussagen beinhalteten jeweils einen möglichen motivierenden Faktor. Die Teilnehmenden 

antworteten mit ihrer Bewertung der Aussagen auf die Frage: „Was motiviert Sie, dafür zu 

sorgen, dass es Ihren Kühen gut geht?“. Wir konnten vier verschiedene Sichtweisen 

beschreiben, die zusammen 47 % der gesamten Studienvarianz erklären. Alle vier 

Sichtweisen haben gemeinsam, dass ein Gefühl von Stolz auf eine gesunde Herde als 

wichtige Motivation empfunden wird, für Verbesserungen in Tiergesundheit und Tierwohl 

zu sorgen. In Sichtweise 1 stehen darüber hinaus vor allem wirtschaftliche Aspekte, 

Arbeitszufriedenheit und Work-Life-Balance als wichtige Vorteile von Tiergesundheit und 

Tierwohl im Vordergrund. Menschen, die Sichtweise 2 teilen, legen ebenfalls einen Fokus 

auf wirtschaftliche Aspekte, behalten aber besonders den gesellschaftlichen Diskurs im 

Auge und suchen nach Möglichkeiten, das Bild der Milchviehhaltung in der Öffentlichkeit 

zu verbessern. Auch wenn sie vorsichtige Kritik an bestimmten Formen der 

Milchviehhaltung üben, wollen sie nicht als Vorbilder dienen. LandwirtInnen, die 

Sichtweise 3 teilen, verstehen sich in Bezug auf das Tierwohl als Vorreiter und zeigen 

wenig Scheu vor dem Vergleich mit anderen Betrieben. Für sie besitzt das Tier als 

empfindsames Wesen selbst einen gewissen Eigenwert. Sie versuchen, ein Gleichgewicht 

zwischen wirtschaftlichen Aspekten und ethischen Überlegungen zu finden. In Sichtweise 

4 sind Kühe in erster Linie Lebewesen, die es verdienen, mit Respekt und Wertschätzung 

behandelt zu werden. Man ist bereit, gewisse wirtschaftliche Einbußen in Kauf zu nehmen, 

um hohe Standards in Bezug auf Tiergesundheit und Tierwohl zu erreichen und gemeinsam 

mit den Tieren ein gutes Leben zu führen.  
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Abstract 

One keystone to successful welfare improvement endeavors lies in the communication and 

cooperation between farmer and advisor (e.g., veterinarian), which requires a thorough 

understanding of what motivates farmer behavior. In this respect, Q methodology offers a 

promising approach in investigating individual motivational patterns and to discriminate 

between and describe typologies of farmers. In our study we explored, based on a sample 

of 34 Austrian dairy farmers, how 39 potentially motivating statements regarding the 

improvement of dairy cow health and welfare were assessed. We were able to identify and 

describe four different viewpoints, explaining 47% of total study variance. All four 

viewpoints have in common that pride in a healthy herd is motivating to work toward 

improved animal health and welfare to a certain extent, but meeting legal requirements is 

rather not. Viewpoint 1 acknowledges welfare for economic performance, ease of work and 

short working hours but does not make allowance for outside interference. Participants 

loading on Viewpoint 2 also show a focus on economic aspects but, keep close track of the 

animal welfare debate recognizing its potential to improve the public image of dairy 

farming. Even though they cautiously criticize an exploitative application of dairy farming, 

they do not want to be understood as role models. With regards to animal welfare, farmers 

sharing Viewpoint 3 perceive themselves as superior to and show little reluctance of 

comparison with mainstream farming. For them, the animal as sentient being itself owns 

some intrinsic value and it is necessary to strike a balance between economic and other, 

ethical considerations. Viewpoint 4 perceives cows as equal collaborators who deserve to 

be treated with respect and appreciation and is willing to accept certain economic losses in 

order to maintain high standards regarding animal health and welfare. Using Q 

methodology, we have been able to draw high resolution images of different farmer 

typologies, enabling advisors to tailor intervention strategies specifically addressing 

leverage points with a high chance of farmer compliance.
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1 Introduction 

As part of a larger shift in how people think about food and its origins, public awareness of 

animal health and welfare issues in livestock farming has increased in many societies (1–

4). This development is putting pressure on livestock farmers, food processors and retailers 

to adapt to changing societal expectations. One example for how this pressure can create 

opportunities for change and improvement, is a joint project of the Austrian dairy 

SalzburgMilch and BOKU University. Covering more than 2500 dairy farms in Austria, 

the project implemented and evaluated a welfare monitoring scheme focusing on animal-

based indicators of animal welfare. The research presented in this Master’s Thesis forms 

part of this larger project and complements it with a focus on farmer motivation and 

behavior in the context of improving animal health and welfare (AHW).  

Two central thoughts formed the starting point of this thesis project. First, farmers are in a 

key position when it comes to improving the health and welfare of farmed animals. Their 

behavior, their daily decisions, be it large or small, arguably affect the animals’ lives more 

immediately than anything else (5–7). For example, in an intervention study focusing on 

the reduction of lameness in UK dairy herds, not implementing the previously agreed 

measures by the majority of farmers and veterinarians led to an overall ineffectiveness of 

the intervention program (5). Therefore, understanding the drivers of farmer behavior is 

crucial for identifying the key leverage points for any attempts to improve animal health 

and welfare. 

When trying to identify motivational drivers, some possible candidates immediately came 

to mind: a connection between animal health and productivity, reduced costs, saving time, 

social norms and the expectations of others, job satisfaction, or feelings connected to ethics 

or empathy. But is it not likely that people will differ in how important, relatively speaking, 

these things are to them? The second central thought, therefore, was that people are diverse. 

They differ in their understanding of the animals and of animal health and welfare, they 

differ in the values that are important to them and they differ in the motivational drivers 

that cause them to act in the ways they do. Such differences may be crucially important 

when trying to bring about behavioral change, rendering one-size-fits-all approaches to 

communication and incentivization unlikely to be successful.  
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The objective of this work was therefore to contribute to a better understanding of what 

motivates dairy farmer behavior in the context of AHW and its improvement. The research 

questions were as follows:  

• How do Austrian dairy farmers rank order a sample of potential motivational 

drivers in the context of animal health and welfare?  

and 

• Can we identify groups of farmers who rank the drivers in a similar fashion, and 

describe the shared, subjective viewpoints these groups hold? 

Knowledge of such differences and a thorough understanding of shared farmer viewpoints 

might prove useful in efforts to improve animal health and welfare. For example, it could 

help advisers communicate with farmers in ways they will respond to and allow policy 

makers to create incentives that match different farmers’ individual priorities. 
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3 General Discussion and Conclusion 

Our results demonstrate that Austrian dairy farmers differ in the way they value good 

animal health and welfare (AHW). We identified four distinct subjective viewpoints, that 

were shared within subgroups of our sample of participants, and provided qualitative, in-

depth analyses of these different ways of thinking about why animal health and welfare 

matters. The following section discusses the implications of these results against literature 

findings on communication strategies in veterinary consultation, aimed at behavior change 

in farmers. Beyond veterinary communication, the conclusions that are drawn may also be 

applicable to the interaction between farmers and other herd health advisors.   

Veterinary practitioners play an important role in the improvement of health and welfare 

of farmed animals. They are in personal contact with farmers on a regular basis, often have 

a personal relationship with farmers and possess knowledge of the specific conditions on a 

particular farm. They are generally considered by farmers to be important sources of 

information on AHW (8, 9). Despite a good scientific understanding of risk factors and 

management options for many common AHW issues on farms, the prevalence of many of 

these issues (e.g. lameness in dairy cattle) remains at a high, unsatisfactory level (10–13). 

One explanation proposed for this lack of improvement is that “expert knowledge” 

provided by the veterinarian is frequently not translated into on-farm action by the farmer, 

i.e. that advice does not lead to behavior change (5, 14). In response, scientific and 

professional discourse increasingly calls upon veterinarians to focus on developing their 

communication strategies as an important part of successful veterinary consultation work 

(15–19). The four different viewpoints identified and described in this thesis, and the 

underlying marked differences among the participating farmers, indicate that successful 

communication strategies need to be designed in such a way as to accommodate and 

address these differences.  

For veterinary advice to be accepted and acted upon by farmers, the advice must be 

perceived by farmers as relevant to their own specific situation. A study investigating the 

factors influencing the uptake of disease risk management measures by UK farmers found 

that farmers valued veterinary advice due to the ability of veterinarians to translate general 

scientific knowledge into practically feasible advice (17), while using their knowledge of 

the specific on-farm conditions. The authors of the study conclude that farmers are much 

more likely to act in response to advice, if it is perceived to be tailored to and relevant for 

the specific conditions on their farm. If perceived relevance of advice within the practical 



General Discussion and Conclusion 

 

 19 

on-farm conditions is critical for successful behavior change, then the same might be the 

case for perceived relevance of advice regarding the individual farmers’ worldview or 

perspective on AHW. Since the four viewpoints identified in the present thesis value AHW 

for different reasons, the farmers holding these viewpoints may not perceive the same 

aspects or benefits of AHW to be relevant to their personal situation. For example, stressing 

the potential of a particular measure to improve farmer work-life balance and to free up 

time for other tasks and leisure will feel much more relevant to people sharing Viewpoint 

1 than for those sharing Viewpoint 3 in our study.  

Indeed, a recent study investigating communication strategies used by veterinarians 

concludes that veterinary consultations lack an inclusion of client perspective (16). The 

authors found that the studied consultation interactions where characterized by a directive 

style of communication, with the veterinarian dominating the consultation agenda, asking 

predominantly closed questions and focusing on providing expert knowledge. The farmers 

were rarely asked about their own values, goals and motivations in the context of the AHW 

issue in question. Rather, the veterinarians seemed to assume, that the farmers shared their 

own values, goals and motivations. The authors hypothesize that the observed patterns of 

communication stem from a paternalistic understanding of the relationship between 

veterinarian and farmer. They suggest that this paternalistic approach may be part of the 

problem when veterinarian advice does not lead to farmer behavior change. As a solution, 

they propose that future communications training for veterinarians should include 

methodologies that promote a collaborative, mutualistic relationship between farmer and 

veterinarian. Such communication methodologies should enable veterinarians to elicit the 

perspective and individual motivation of their farmer clients in consultations, thus 

facilitating farmer behavior change. The diversity of farmer perspectives on AHW that 

emerged in the present study strongly supports this proposal of a more client-centered 

approach to veterinary consultation work and the inclusion of appropriate communication 

methodologies in the education and training of veterinarians.  

One such methodology, which has been suggested as a promising addition to veterinary 

training and work (16, 20), is Motivational Interviewing (MI). Originating in humanistic 

psychotherapy, MI has been shown to be highly effective in facilitating behavior change in 

humans, e.g. with respect to alcohol or drug addiction (21). The main idea of MI is that 

eliciting the client’s own motivations, values and goals with respect to a target problem that 

they feel ambivalent about, is more likely to result in commitment and behavior change 
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than a paternalistic counseling style that assumes to know what is best for the client. The 

client is assisted in exploring their motivations and goals and how they might be served by 

remaining in status quo or enacting behavior change (21). Adapting this approach to 

veterinary consultation work, studies with Swedish dairy cattle veterinarians suggest that 

receiving training in MI may help veterinarians facilitate behavior change in farmers (20). 

The diversity of viewpoints on AHW and why it matters, as found among our participating 

farmers, indicates that some form of client-centered, cooperative communication strategy, 

which actively seeks to elicit and engage individual client motivation, is a promising way 

forward for those giving herd health advice to farmers. Whether they use MI or another 

suitable communication methodology, practitioners need a thorough understanding of the 

different motivations that may drive the behavior of their farmer clients. The in-depth 

descriptions of the four viewpoints that emerged in this thesis project can help veterinarians 

and other herd health advisers to develop this understanding, so they know what to listen 

for.  
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