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BACKGROUND  

In the UK dairy industry, mastitis is an endemic disease that represents both a 

financial and emotional burden for dairy farmers (1) and a less than ideal state 

for the dairy cow (2). Despite significant advances in scientific research into the 

risk factors and management strategies implicit in its occurrence, mastitis 

remains a significant issue for many farms (3), suggesting implementation of this 

research in management and on-farm housing is still inadequate.  

Farmers increasingly rely on veterinarians as their primary source of information 
for mastitis management, meaning their engagement and compliance with 

veterinary advice is critical to generate meaningful improvements in incidence 

rates (4). This places veterinary communication at the heart of the issue of 
mastitis reduction. However, whilst veterinarians recognise their influence and 

the need to be proactive communicators, they struggle with acting upon this 

awareness in daily practice (5). Communication of this advice is complex, with 
veterinarians needing to simultaneously convey accurate and up-to-date 

expertise on management whilst promoting farmer engagement with behaviour 

change (whether administering treatments, enacting management processes or 
a multitude of other actions).  

In order to enhance the uptake of veterinary advice, a deeper understanding of 

cattle veterinarian communication and its effects on client motivation is 

essential. This study offers unique qualitative insight into how cattle 
veterinarians currently communicate on matters of herd health (mastitis and 

lameness), allowing reflection on the possible motivation of veterinarians within 

them, and the resulting effect on client participation. Recommendations to 
enhance the uptake of advice are made in conclusion. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Role-play sessions reflecting consultations on mastitis and lameness were 

recorded between cattle veterinarians (n=15) recruited from UK practices located 

in South West England and an actress experienced in role-play scenarios in both 

medical and veterinary education. The actress was provided with a character and 

farm profile reflecting a ‘typical’ UK situation, indicating mean herd size, 

productivity, lameness and mastitis levels. Background information on the 

farmer’s family, perceived barriers to uptake of advice and 

attitudes/norms/perceived control of lameness and mastitis were provided. 



During each ‘consultation’, veterinarians were provided with a short excerpt of 

the disease issue on the farm, an indication of the risk factors that were likely to 

be involved, and evidence to encourage them to broach a broad topic area of 

change with the farmer. For lameness, the broad topic was early detection and 

treatment of lame cows; for mastitis, it was use of the AHDB Dairy Mastitis 

Control Plan. Role-play interactions were transcribed (verbatim) and analysed 

thematically (6) using the qualitative software NVivo 10 (QSR International). The 

entire dataset was coded using inductive themes (i.e. themes determined by the 

dataset and not a priori).  

 

RESULTS 

Consultations lasted an average of 11.2 minutes (range 7.7 to 14.9). Thematic 

analysis revealed three prominent themes: firstly, the language of the advisory 

process, encompassing the effects of verbal framing of both disease and control 

mechanisms; secondly, the consultation strategy, where typical veterinarian 

approaches to shaping advisory discourse emerged; thirdly, building the 

interpersonal relationship, reflecting interactions underpinning how the 

veterinarian-farmer relationship was established.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The value of veterinary advice on mastitis rests not only on the recommendations 

themselves, but on engaging farmers in the behaviour change necessary to 

ensure these recommendations are effective. Consideration of these results (full 

details provided upon request) could offer those working in advisory contexts the 

opportunity to enhance their delivery of mastitis recommendations, thus 

increasing the potential for successful uptake of advice. 
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