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A B S T R A C T   

This paper explores how understandings of what constitutes ‘good farming’ play a significant role in shaping 
farmers’ cattle purchasing decisions. The purchasing of cattle has been shown to be one of the most significant 
biosecurity risks resulting in disease transmission and translocation. As a result, biosecurity policy makers have 
sought to develop behavioural interventions to reduce disease risks associated with cattle purchasing. In other 
policy areas, notions of ‘good farming’ have been shown to influence farmers’ decision-making, and reflect the 
role of heuristics and social norms in behavioural theory. A scenario-based cattle purchasing game was devel-
oped to compare the potential impact of different ways of measuring and visualising ‘good farming’ to reduce the 
spread of animal disease (specifically bovine Tuberculosis). Qualitative and quantitative analysis of farmers’ 
purchasing rationales given during the game suggested that cattle purchasing is shaped by a strategy of ‘fitting 
the system’ in which cattle are primarily selected on the basis of being able to fit existing farming systems. 
Symbols of good farming pictured in cattle sales adverts – such as good stockmanship, and cleanliness – were 
important elements of this strategy. Attempts to quantify aspects of good farming were welcomed but not fully 
trusted. Good farming status was nevertheless more important than financial incentives when deciding which 
cattle to purchase. In conclusion, the paper highlights the relevance of these findings for biosecurity policy 
makers seeking to use behavioural insights to manage animal disease.   

1. Introduction 

The concept of the ‘good farmer’ and ‘good farming’ has been used to 
explain farmers’ resistance towards environmental land-use policies. 
Various studies (Burton et al., 2008; Cusworth, 2020; Franklin et al., 
2021; Huttunen and Peltomaa, 2016; Lastra-Bravo et al., 2015; Wheeler 
et al., 2018) have described how payment for environmental public 
goods fails to compensate farmers’ loss of cultural identity, articulated 
visibly to the wider farming community through symbolic capital such 
as ‘tidy’ fields and hedgerows. Biosecurity policy makers face a similar 
challenge. Since the invention of modern disease animal control, 
financial incentives have been used to encourage participation in disease 
surveillance schemes and/or compensate farmers whose animals are 
slaughtered to stamp out disease. Recently, influenced by the ‘behav-
ioural turn’ in policy making (Jones and Whitehead, 2018), biosecurity 
policy makers have begun to view withholding or reducing compensa-
tion payments alongside other behavioural cues as a way of ‘nudging’ 
farmers towards better biosecurity. However, recent research suggests 

that farmers’ biosecurity practices are also influenced by what they 
consider to be good farming (Enticott et al., 2021) suggesting the need to 
think more broadly about the kinds of behavioural cues and strategies 
required to reduce disease incidence. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore in greater depth the role that 
different behavioural interventions have upon farmers’ biosecurity de-
cisions. Specifically, we focus on the salience of the symbols and mea-
sures of good farming in relation to animal disease, and financial 
incentives for one biosecurity practice - cattle purchasing – in the 
management of bovine Tuberculosis (bTB). The movement of livestock 
from one farm to another, often via a livestock market, is frequently 
identified as the most significant risk factor in the spread of bTB as well 
as other exotic and endemic diseases (Carrique-Mas et al., 2008; John-
ston et al., 2011; Vial et al., 2015). Disease outbreaks may compromise 
farmers’ ability to publicly demonstrate their good farming statues as 
governments prohibit the movement of infected livestock. However, the 
limitations of disease surveillance systems and diagnostic uncertainties, 
and concerns that regulatory approaches could damage farming 
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economies have led biosecurity policy makers to consider behavioural 
policy interventions. 

To investigate the role of behavioural interventions in animal disease 
management, we develop an innovative methodological approach, using 
a scenario-based cattle purchasing game to understand what drives 
farmers’ cattle purchasing decisions, and the effects of behavioural in-
terventions upon simulated cattle purchases in different contexts. The 
paper begins by outlining the challenges biosecurity policy makers face 
in seeking to change farmers’ behaviour, and how measures of good 
farming could affect farmers’ biosecurity behaviour. Secondly, the paper 
describes the methodology used to explore the relevance of these 
behavioural interventions within cattle purchasing policies. Thirdly, we 
present the results of 76 simulated purchasing events, describing the 
relationship between purchase choices, behavioural interventions, and 
farmers’ strategic approach to cattle purchasing. In conclusion, the 
paper considers the wider role of behavioural interventions for bio-
security policy. 

2. Behavioural interventions and good farming 

In seeking regulation without legislation, ‘behavioural insights’ have 
become the leitmotif of neoliberal governments. Taking inspiration from 
Thaler and Sunstein (2008), the significance of ‘choice architecture’, 
defaults and nudging have seeped into all policy areas, providing the 
hope that ‘soft-paternalism’ can reach parts of the population other 
approaches cannot (Jones et al., 2010, 2011). Spawning its own 
governmental infrastructure and behavioural insights units, mnemonic 
acronyms such as ‘Mindspace’ (Cabinet Office and the Institute for 
Government, 2010) and ‘EAST’ (Behavioural Insights, 2014), these 
forms of ‘neuroliberal’ psychological governance (Whitehead et al., 
2018) have exhorted policy makers to create behavioural cues that are 
easy to follow, draw on social norms and positively reinforce good 
behaviour. Reworked physical infrastructure, financial incentives, and a 
proliferation of signs and letters emphasising social and geographical 
norms, have been the result. 

Whilst agricultural policy has been no stranger to attempts to coerce 
farmers into adopting new practices and behaviours, biosecurity policies 
have been late to the behavioural party. In part this reflects how many 
biosecurity policies are written into statute, tied to international 
agreements and trade regulations. Financial compensation is written 
into these regulations as a means of incentivizing compliance with dis-
ease eradication programs (Olmstead and Rhode, 2015). Yet, research 
has suggested that farmers’ knowledge of financial compensation is 
limited such that for some diseases, compensation plays little role in 
their decision making (Hamilton-Webb et al., 2016). Other research 
suggests that compensation creates a ‘moral hazard’: farmers take more 
risks or fail to reduce biosecurity risks because of the financial insurance 
provided by compensation regimes (Bicknell et al., 1999; Gramig et al., 
2009; Hennessy and Wolf, 2018; Kuchler and Hamm, 2000). Moral 
hazard may be dealt with through variable compensation (Fraser, 2016) 
or, as Barnes et al. (2015) suggest, encourage more innovative use of 
non-fiscal behavioural interventions. 

Indeed, a much broader behavioural awakening of biosecurity policy 
has been triggered by governments recognising the rising costs of stat-
utory animal disease control and seeking cost-sharing partnership 
governance (Enticott et al., 2011). Attempts to develop cultural 
‘ownership’ of disease amongst farmers by increasingly using 
non-regulatory behavioural interventions should therefore be under-
stood in this light. In the United Kingdom, endemic diseases such as bTB 
have therefore attracted considerable attention with biosecurity policy 
makers seeking to redefine it as a ‘sociological problem’ as much as an 
epidemiological one (Little, 2019). Whilst scientific studies of bTB have 
highlighted the challenge of ‘cultural ownership’ (Independent Scien-
tific Group (ISG). 2007), independent policy reviews have pointed to-
wards farmer behaviour as a key barrier to effective disease control 
(Godfray et al., 2018). In response, governments have commissioned 

social research on biosecurity practices (Defra, 2020), whilst veterinary 
groups have argued that ‘behavioural science should be central to the 
control, eradication and research of bTB’ (British Veterinary Association 
(BVA). 2020). 

Whilst these calls suggest the need to reorganise biosecurity research 
and policy through an integration of the social and natural sciences, 
Garza et al. (2020) provide a note of caution. Their study found a sig-
nificant number (120) of behavioural biosecurity policies in seven Eu-
ropean countries, many of which (91) appeared to match theoretical 
behavioural change frameworks. However, the most frequent strategies 
relied on the most basic interventions (such as providing information), 
and there was little evidence of the systematic use of methods from the 
behavioural sciences to develop these policies. If this suggests there 
remains some way to travel before the social sciences are integrated 
within biosecurity policy making, other research continues to highlight 
the potential value of these approaches. For example, research on the 
role of information cues reveals that biosecurity behaviours can be 
improved when messages are shown graphically, rather than linguisti-
cally or numerically (Merrill et al., 2019b). Drawing on Kahneman and 
Tversky’s (1979) ‘prospect theory’ in which avoiding (financial) losses 
are preferable to accruing gains, Hansson and Lagerkvist (2014) show 
how farmers’ disease management decisions reflect farmers individual 
assessments of risk. However, when farmers are faced with managing an 
ongoing disease outbreak, decisions reflect a preference of avoiding 
losses; gains are only preferred when they seek to prevent future disease 
outbreaks. Other research has sought to examine how social information 
and the behaviour of other farmers can influence farmers’ biosecurity 
decisions. Using an experimental simulation, Merrill et al. (2019a) for 
instance show that willingness to invest in biosecurity decreases when 
information on environmental disease prevalence is uncertain, reflect-
ing an optimism bias that farmers’ herds will not become infected. 
Alternatively, when more information is provided about biosecurity 
practices on neighbouring farms, biosecurity investment decreases. 

This work is interesting in that it suggests that social norms of what 
constitutes ‘biosecurity citizenship’ (Barker, 2010), appropriate conduct 
or what has been referred to as ‘good farming’ (Burton, 2004) may not 
be influential in biosecurity decision making. Burton (2004) suggests 
that ‘good farming’ refers not only to economic forms of capital, but 
symbolic cultural capital: the visible demonstration of practical knowl-
edge such as good stockmanship, symbols of appropriate farm mainte-
nance such as clean farmyards and tidy hedgerows, and attributes such 
as hard work. These symbols are encoded and disseminated within 
discursive scripts, reinforcing their cultural legitimacy (Vanclay and 
Enticott, 2011). In this way, good farming acts as a heuristic to provide a 
strategy to guide, interpret and make decisions in conditions of uncer-
tainty. Other strategies of decision-making are available to farmers, 
however, and the selection of good farming to guide decisions represents 
what Sunstein and Ullmann-Margalit (1999) refer to as a second-order 
decision. 

For Burton and Paragahawewa (2011), the value of the good farmer 
approach lies in recognising and utilising cultural capital to create more 
culturally salient agricultural policy. Rather than simply rely on finan-
cial payments, they instead recommend the development and incorpo-
ration of measures of cultural capital into agricultural policy, and/or 
restructuring agricultural policy to directly encourage the generation of 
cultural capital. This may include directly measuring farmers’ ‘skills’ in 
order to allow them to publicly demonstrate what is valued by the 
farming community. Whilst Burton and Paragahawewa (2011) note that 
some cultural values might be hard to measure (such as ‘tidy fields’), 
objectifying cattle purchasing skills may provide a relatively easy way of 
incorporating the cultural capital of good farming into animal disease 
management policy. For example, recent research has established a link 
between farmers’ understandings of good farming and biosecurity 
practices (Naylor et al., 2018; Shortall and Brown, 2020; Shortall et al., 
2018). In particular, cattle purchasing is likely to be connected to and 
reflect good farming in a number of ways. Firstly, purchasing cattle risks 
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the introduction and transmission of new diseases to animals within the 
herd and, for some diseases that can be subsequently transmitted within 
the local environment, to animals on neighbouring farms. For those 
farms that need to replace stock, however, different forms of institu-
tional capital – such as certification and ranking schemes – can help 
provide assurance to the purchaser that they are buying from a good 
farmer and are running the risk of being labelled a bad farmer by 
introducing disease into their herd or area. For example, Enticott et al. 
(2021) describe how the number of years a farm has been free from 
disease effectively establishes a good farming rating that may incentivise 
improved biosecurity when it is required to be displayed at the point of 
sale. The extent to which these forms of information are a reliable guide 
to whether the farmer is a ‘good farmer’ may, however, be compromised 
by farmers’ own spatial understanding of disease transmission and by 
blaming disease outbreaks on perceived government failings, rather 
than ‘bad farming’ (Enticott, 2008, 2016). 

Secondly, the avoidance of disease through careful cattle purchasing 
should allow farmers to display other forms of symbolic cultural capital. 
An outbreak of bTB, for instance, would lead to a farm’s business being 
subject to a range of trading restrictions, denying the opportunity to 
farm with autonomy, which is highly valued by farmers in the farming 
script of ‘being my own boss’ (Vanclay and Enticott, 2011) which 
symbolises farmers’ success at running their own farm well rather than 
being told how to farm by government. Indeed, an outbreak of bTB 
would mean that many farming decisions would be subject to bureau-
cratic procedures and determined by government officials: farmers 
would be unable to attend market to sell their cattle. As a result, farms 
may become over-stocked, and cattle suffer poor welfare. Failing to 
avoid disease through responsible cattle purchasing therefore compro-
mises farmers’ abilities to display the embodied and practical skills of 
the good farmer symbolised by good-looking cattle either on show at 
markets or at pasture. Similarly, participation at livestock markets re-
flects the significance of the autonomous farmer consistent with good 
farming. Providing measures of good farming in relation to animal dis-
ease may therefore help cattle purchasers identify good farmers, and 
help them avoid becoming a bad farmer as a consequence of poor cattle 
purchases. The extent to which such measures can successfully sym-
bolise the good farmer and influence cattle purchasing is explored in the 
remainder of this paper. 

3. Interventions to influence cattle purchasing and animal 
disease 

Studies of behavioural influences in disease management reveal two 
distinct methodological approaches. On the one hand, agricultural 
economists, drawing on methodologies from behavioural psychology, 
have conducted experiments to simulate the effects of information 
provision and financial incentives upon biosecurity behaviours. On the 
other hand, sociological research has sought to conceptualise and 
describe in-depth farmers’ responses to disease events and policy in-
terventions. Each has their problems. Despite the promise of the 
experimental approach, research participants are often students 
responding to hypothetical situations wholly divorced from the practical 
skills and situational awareness that farmers use to respond to real-life 
context-dependent situations (Merrill et al., 2019a, 2019b). By 
contrast, qualitative analyses of good farming and biosecurity, whilst 
focused on real-world policies and disease incursions, are retrospective 
and subject to recall and social desirability biases. Rather than adopting 
one or the other, we seek to develop an innovative mixed-methods 
approach that allows us to quantitatively and qualitatively assess the 
value of symbolising good farming to influence farmers’ cattle pur-
chasing decisions to prevent bTB. The following sections firstly provide 
information on the importance of bTB and the relevance of cattle pur-
chasing before providing a detailed account of our methodological 
approach. 

3.1. Bovine tuberculosis and cattle purchasing 

In the United Kingdom, bTB is the UK’s most challenging endemic 
disease, resulting in the premature death of approximately 35,000 cattle 
and costing the taxpayer in excess of £100 m every year (Defra, 2020). 
Managed by the government, the disease has a complex epidemiology 
involving transmission by legally protected wildlife, the culling of which 
for disease control purposes has raised political, social and economic 
challenges (Grant, 2009; Independent Scientific Group (ISG). 2007). 
Cattle movements have become recognised as an important part of the 
epidemiology of bTB. Studies have shown how the movement of cattle is 
one of the most important risk factors in infected herds, whilst move-
ments also translocate disease from areas of high to low prevalence 
(Gilbert et al., 2005; Green et al., 2008; Johnston et al., 2005a, 2005b, 
2011). Whilst infected farms are restricted by law from buying or 
moving cattle on or off farms, all other farms are free to act as they 
please. Nevertheless, the limitations of diagnostic tests and their fre-
quency mean that these movements still pose a risk to other farmers. 
Indeed, other countries with successful bTB eradication schemes, have 
governed the movement of all cattle between areas of different epide-
miological risk using statutory and/or voluntary policies of ‘risk based 
trading’ (Livingstone et al., 2015; More et al., 2015) and in doing so 
identify and provide cultural capital to good farmers. Whilst no such 
scheme currently exists in the UK for bTB, policy makers view cattle 
purchasing as an important practice on which to apply the behavioural 
sciences in order to govern cattle movements through behavioural 
nudges rather than regulation. 

3.2. Methodological tools to understand good farming and cattle 
purchasing 

To understand the impact of different ways of objectifying good 
farming, we devised a novel mixed-methods approach. Avoiding 
experimental approaches involving non-farmers, our approach involved 
simulating cattle purchasing with farmers who buy and sell cattle. Many 
studies within the behavioural sciences involve randomised controlled 
trials, but this approach was not available and not suitable: we were not 
able to alter the information provided at the point of sale (such as at 
cattle markets). The diversity of cattle, buyers and sellers also makes 
controlling for the effect of a single intervention a significant method-
ological challenge. Instead, our approach sought to simulate cattle 
purchasing, whilst also allowing farmers to reflectively deliberate on the 
reasons for their purchases and the value of different behavioural in-
sights. To do this, we developed cattle purchasing game (“Game of 
Farming Life”) in Mural – a web-based interactive whiteboard (www. 
mural.com) – in which participants moved around a Monopoly-style 
board (see Fig. 1). Players progressed around the board by rolling one 
die. All games were played online via Zoom due to Covid 19 lockdown 
restrictions. 

Game play was organised using a “branch and bottleneck” structure. 
Branches reflect different contextual influences that participants land on 
at random throughout the game. This allowed us to introduce an 
element of competitiveness between players: points were awarded for 
landing on squares that reflected ‘positive’ contexts. No points were 
awarded for landing on negative blue squares. Red squares were a bTB 
test: if players landed on these, they were required to roll an even 
number to pass the bTB test, otherwise they would miss a go. Bottlenecks 
were cattle purchasing events that all players had to complete at the 
same time and were located in each corner square of the game board. 
Once one player reached a corner square, all other players also moved 
there. Players were then read a cattle purchasing scenario and asked to 
make a choice between four adverts. Scenarios are widely used in 
research to simulate decision-making environments. They provide op-
portunities to elicit attitudes and beliefs about complex and potentially 
sensitive situations (Hulme and Dessai, 2008; Quine et al., 2011; Soleri 
and Cleveland, 2005) and to examine how people may respond to future 
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Fig. 1. The game board used to simulate cattle purchasing.  
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events (van der Heijden, 1996). Scenarios work best when they are 
based on plausible and familiar situations (Quine et al., 2011). Scenarios 
were therefore developed based on a prior research project on cattle 
purchasing involving farmers and vets. To ensure the scenarios reflected 
real-world cattle purchasing opportunities, specific versions were 
developed for three sectors: dairy, store cattle, and calf-rearing. An 
example of a scenario for dairy farmers is shown below: 

“You are looking to buy some replacement cows to replace some cull 
cows. You don’t have much time and have seen that there are four 
dispersal sales coming up over the next couple of days. The Agents 
have sent you the programme with various details and she thinks that 
you’ll definitely find what you are looking for in one of the herds. 
The Agent’s auctioneer tells you that she doesn’t think there’ll be 
much variation in price, the question is which one are you most keen 
on?” (Dairy, Scenario 1) 

For each scenario and livestock sector, four cattle adverts were 
developed, reflecting different ways of purchasing: at market, private 
sale, and mediated sale (via an Agent). At purchasing decision points 
participants were required to select one of the four lots to buy. To ensure 
realism, the adverts were based on publicly available sales catalogues 
collected from livestock markets, private sales and websites. Adverts 
therefore contained information on the animals for sale, their source, 
and a picture: adverts were therefore heterogeneous to reflect real-world 
purchasing. Adverts were created in PowerPoint (see Fig. 2) and shown 
to participants by screen-sharing. Depending on participants’ screen 
size, adverts were either shown individually, or all together. Following 
the purchasing exercise, the game recommenced from the corner square. 

3.2.1. Good farming information 
For each scenario, adverts contained information to symbolise good 

farming in order to influence purchase choices. Firstly, farmers could use 
pictures of the animals to derive good farming information. For sce-
narios 1 and 2, pictures were of cattle in a livestock market, but for 
scenarios 3 and 4 animals were pictured on farm. Secondly, adverts 
featured two different conceptual measures of good farming. All adverts 
contained a logo stating how many years free the herd had been from 
bTB and the geographical average years free for the area in which the 
farm was located. Values were set randomly. In this method, good 
farming is symbolised by longer periods of disease freedom; ‘bad 
farmers’ would avoid purchasing from farms who had recently had an 
outbreak for fear of introducing disease. Scenarios 2 and 4 also con-
tained a ‘Good Farmer Rating’ to graphically indicate the percentage of 
satisfied previous customers for each vendor. The aim of this logo was to 
convey levels of trust and reputation of the seller, which had seen to be 
important considerations when purchasing cattle from our previous 
research, and found in other research by Hidano et al. (2019). Presented 
as a star rating, the logo was similar to review ratings found on internet 
shopping sites. Two ratings were set at 95% and two at 70% satisfaction. 

In addition to these measures of good farming, scenarios 1 and 3 
explored the effect of different compensation regimes upon purchase 
decisions. Two different schemes were presented: two sales adverts 
stated that the purchaser would receive 50% compensation if the animal 
ever tested positive for bTB in future.1 This allowed us to explore the 
relationship between the use of good-farming and other second-order 
decision making strategies when purchasing cattle, specifically 
whether a preference for avoiding financial losses was a significant 
factor in cattle purchasing. The remaining two adverts stated that 100% 
compensation would be given so long as the purchaser conducted a post- 
movement bTB test. A final scenario contained a mixture of all the in-
formation and logos shown in the previous three scenarios: some adverts 

contained the Good Farmer Rating, and others different compensation 
values. The purpose of this was to provide a complex information 
landscape from which to choose cattle to purchase. 

3.3. Game participants 

Participants were recruited from multiple sources. Firstly, we con-
tacted farmers who had participated in prior cattle purchasing research 
and indicated willingness to participate in further research. Secondly, 
we used social media (Twitter and Facebook groups) to recruit partici-
pants. Thirdly, we used snowball sampling from early game participants 
and recommendations from vets. Participation was incentivized by a £25 
gift voucher that was sent to all participants on completion of the game. 
The majority of game players were from dairy farms (see Table 1 for 
participant characteristics). In order to ensure that scenarios were 
relevant, participants were matched to scenarios that reflected their 
farming type. The game was piloted with 2 farmers, but no changes were 
made to the game and these farmers are included in the overall analysis. 

Games were played during the evening and lunchtimes to fit around 
farmers’ work commitments and on average lasted 1 h 18 min. In all 
purchasing scenarios, participants spent time considering and weighing 
up the information. Indeed, in three cases, a participant was unable to 
make a choice from any of the adverts. Comments by the participants 
during the game suggested that the scenarios were plausible and real-
istic. Online game play limited the use of other props that can be used in 
gaming methodologies (see for example: Tewdwr-Jones and Wilson, 
2022). Moreover, exploration of the context squares used in the game-
play was limited due to time: future uses of the game could use these in 
more depth to develop context specific purchasing decisions. Never-
theless, whilst findings should be interpreted in the context of the game, 
the context squares played an important role in keeping the game situ-
ated within the challenge of bTB. Moreover, participants commented 
that they found the process enjoyable and a helpful way of talking about 
cattle purchasing, and it was notable that the game play prompted 
conversations about why a decision had been taken between 
participants. 

3.4. Analysis 

Each game was facilitated by two researchers. Farmers were 
encouraged to talk through their purchasing decisions as they made 
their choices and explain their reasons after each purchasing event. 
Farmers were asked about each of the behavioural interventions during 
and at the end of the game. These discussions were recorded within 
Zoom, transcribed and cross-checked with notes taken during the game. 
Analysis of in-game cattle purchases identified and recorded each factor 
mentioned by farmers in their explanation of their purchase choice. 
Similar factors were grouped together and organised into five main 
categories. Transcripts were analysed thematically within Nvivo to elicit 
the key similarities between participants in relation to their views of the 
information provided and the rationales for their purchasing. 

4. Analysing the role of good farming in cattle purchasing 
decisions 

Ten separate games were played involving 19 participants and a total 
of 76 different purchases. In the following section, we firstly describe the 
factors farmers cited when making their cattle purchases; secondly, we 
report on how the different behavioural interventions were represented 
within their purchase choices; and thirdly we draw on qualitative 
analysis to describe farmers’ purchasing strategies and their implica-
tions for the salience of these behavioural interventions. 

4.1. Quantitative description of in-game purchasing factors 

Table 2 shows the total number of times different purchasing factors 

1 In England, farmers receive financial compensation for each animal 
slaughtered following a positive test for bTB. Standard valuations are set by the 
government varying according to age and type. 
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were mentioned when participants made and justified their purchase 
choices. Overall, the most frequently mentioned factors were the 
vaccination status of the animal and its status in relation to production 
diseases other than bTB. When purchase factors are aggregated into 
categories, the most important factors were related to aspects of the 
animal on sale and production diseases, followed equally by bTB and 
management factors. 

Farmers were particularly heavily swayed by the Johne’s disease2 

status of each purchase choice, acting as an anchor or reference point for 
all other adverts. Around half of all disease factors were specifically 
about the vaccination status. This suggested that purchasing decisions 
were not multi-factorial but could be based on one criterion. As Player 3 
commented for all his purchases, “Vaccination for major diseases, that’s 
what I am really looking for”. 

Years free from bTB was the third most frequently mentioned factor. 
This is likely to reflect the fact that it featured in every sale advert and 
suggests that information on bTB at the point of sale may provide a 
limited cue to some purchasers. Similarly, bTB compensation was only 
ever discussed in relation to adverts where compensation was 
mentioned. Whilst the frequency of these factors is likely to be influ-
enced by the information displayed in the adverts, results reflect pre-
vious research that has sought to identify the most influential factors in 
cattle purchasing (Defra, 2019; Little et al., 2017). 

Table 3 shows how these factors vary between different purchase 
scenarios. For replacement dairy cows, production diseases were the 
most significant factor, followed by animal factors and then bTB. For 
purchases of calves, bTB was the least important factor, whilst man-
agement factors were the most important. For purchases of in-calf heifer 
calves the most popular factors were related to the animal, whilst bTB 
related factors were third. 

Fig. 2. Example of an advert used in the purchasing game.  

2 Johnes disease is a chronic wasting disease in ruminants. Unlike bTB, it is 
not subject to statutory controls or surveillance, and is managed instead by the 
agricultural and food industry. 
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4.2. Assessment of behavioural interventions 

In contrast to the purchasing factors, adverts with high bTB ratings 
were chosen more frequently. In total, 39 in-game purchase choices 
were made which involved considering adverts with different bTB sta-
tuses. Over half (25) of these in-game choices were of cattle with a high 
bTB rating (i.e. 7-9 years bTB Free). Fourteen in-game purchases were of 
cattle with the lowest bTB status (2–4 years bTB free). One further 
choice was of cattle whose status was on the midpoint (5 years bTB free) 

and between the lowest and highest options. For all game players, ten 
consistently chose purchase options with the highest bTB rating, five the 
lowest, and three chose a range of options. 

Farmers did not appear to pay much attention to the geographical 
average of bTB to guide their purchase. Farmers suggested that the 
comparison needed more context to be valid: parishes could vary in size 
and by number of farms. A more reliable and standardised denominator 
(such as the ten closest farms) may have more salience. However, dis-
crepancies between parish and herd bTB ratings prompted some farmers 
to indicate that this was something that they would follow-up with the 
vendor to get an explanation. 

20 of the 37 in-game cattle purchases involved cattle that would 
receive 100% of statutory compensation (if it subsequently became a 
bTB reactor during its life) if the purchase was subject to a post- 
movement test. Comparing choices made in each scenario reveals that 
most (10) farmers did not have a preference for higher or lower 
compensation, five always chose options with higher compensation, and 
3 chose options with lower compensation. 

Of the 18 in-game purchases, only four were of purchase options that 
had the highest rating or 95% satisfaction. The remainder (14) were 
purchases of cattle with lower (70%) purchaser satisfaction. In scenario 
4, the good farmer information featured on half (2) of the purchase 
choices. Participants chose an advert featuring a good farmer logo in 14 
out of 18 purchase choices. Choices were distributed equally between 
the highest and lowest good farmer ratings (7 in-game purchases for 
each). 

4.3. Qualitative explanation of cattle purchasing strategies 

The apparent differences between the stated purchasing factors and 
the relevance of the different behavioural influences were explained 
through participants’ purchasing rationales and deliberations on the 
information provided. Preferences towards less risky cattle, we argue, 
was not a consequence of the information provided, but coincidental to a 
common cattle purchasing strategy that we call ‘fitting the system’. 

4.3.1. Fitting the system 
In reflecting on their purchasing choices and the information that 

was most salient to them, farmers articulated a purchasing strategy best 
described as ‘fitting the system’. This strategy aims to fit or match new 
cattle purchases to the farm system to ensure its continuity. When faced 
with a range of purchasing options, ‘fitting the system’ therefore acts as 
a kind of ‘radar’, honing on those factors that are most pertinent to the 
system. In-game purchases reflected the need to match systems in a 
number of ways. For dairy cows, players commented that cows that were 

Table 1 
Farm Characteristics of game participants.  

Player ID Game no. Participant Gender Herd Type Herd Size: Dairy Herd Size: Beef bTB Risk Area Current bTB Status In a Badger cull zone 

Player P1 0 (Pilot) Male Dairy 475 0 LRA bTB Free No 
Player P2 0 (Pilot) Female Dairy 475 0 LRA bTB Free No 
Player 1 1 Male Dairy 220  HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 2 1 Male Calf Rearer 45  HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 3 2 Male Dairy 140 0 Edge bTB Free Yes 
Player 4 2 Male Dairy 90 0 Edge bTB Free Yes 
Player 5 3 Female Dairy 120 0 HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 6 3 Female Dairy 270 200 Edge bTB Restricted Yes 
Player 7 4 Male Beef Suckler 0 10 HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 8 4 Male Beef Suckler 0 120 HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 9 5 Male Dairy 450 0 Edge bTB Restricted No 
Player 10 6 Male Dairy 900 800 HRA bTB Restricted Yes 
Player 11 6 Male Dairy 900 800 HRA bTB Restricted Yes 
Player 12 7 Female Dairy 160  HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 13 8 Male Dairy 290 40 HRA bTB Free Yes 
Player 14 8 Female Dairy 200 0 Intermediate (Wales) bTB Restricted No 
Player 15 8 Female Beef/Calf Rearer  15 Edge bTB Free No 
Player 16 9 Female Calf Rearer  240 HRA bTB Free No 
Player 17 9 Male Calf Rearer  240 HRA bTB Free No  

Table 2 
Factors mentioned when justifying in-game purchases.   

ANIMAL 
Sector 

BEEF CALF DAIRY ALL 

13 8 59 80 

AGE  1 13 14 
APPEARANCE - ANIMAL 2 2 11 15 
BOUGHT IN AT CALF   1 1 
BREED 4 1 8 13 
CALVING   2 2 
GENETICS 1 3 1 5 
HOMEBRED 3 1 9 13 
PRODUCTION - MILK   14 14 
TEMPERAMENT 3   3 

bTB 18 1 41 61 
COMPENSATION - 100% 6 1 12 19 
TB PARISH RATING 1   1 
TB TEST DATE 2  7 9 
TB TEST FREQUENCY 4  2 6 
TB YEARS FREE 5  20 26 

PRODUCTION DISEASE 3 9 68 80 

PRODUCTION - DISEASES 3 3 31 37 
VACCINATIONS  6 37 43 

LOCATION 2   2 
LOCATION - LOCAL 2   2 

MANAGEMENT 2 25 33 60 

APPEARANCE - FARM  6 3 9 
GOOD FARMER RATING 1 2 6 9 
MANAGEMENT - CALF REARER  2 6 8 
MANAGEMENT - CLOSED HERD  1 1 2 
MANAGEMENT - COLOSTRUM  4 2 6 
MANAGEMENT - CUBICLE TRAINED   6 6 
MANAGEMENT - GENERAL 1  2 3 
MANAGEMENT - HEALTH  2 4 6 
MANAGEMENT - HOUSING  6 2 8 
MANAGEMENT - REARING   1 1 
MANAGEMENT - SIMILARITY  2  2 

Grand Total 38 43 201 283  
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cubicle trained were preferred. Information on what cows were being 
fed was not contained in any adverts, but players suggested that they 
would want to know that information to ensure a match to their own 
systems when possible. For calves, Player 16 chose advert 2, justifying 
the purchase because from the advert, it appeared that the ‘set up was 
very similar to what we’ve got in terms of the conditions, the vaccina-
tions and the colostrum management’. The importance of a similar set- 
up was to minimise the stress placed upon animals when they are moved 
and for them to have similar levels of immunity, so that they are not 
susceptible to illness. Thus, rather than factors relating to bTB, it was the 
importance of matching these systems that was vital for this purchase: 

“the TB didn’t come into it, [I was] interested more in calf man-
agement … Compensation isn’t the biggest issues and is not the 
reason why you would buy them … TB isn’t the biggest [issue], we 
know there’s a risk … [but] its really important they have had 
colostrum” (Player 16) 

In a perfect environment, fitting the system is a straightforward task. 
However, the farming environment is uncertain and dynamic both in 

terms of the availability of and demand for cattle meaning that pur-
chasing is challenging: 

“It is so, so difficult. You know, the perfect animal barely exists. It’s 
difficult enough to find a substantial sale where you can get a good 
selection of what you hope you’re going to want to buy and, yeah, 
you can go shopping overseas instead but that is not without risk. 
There’s equal amount of risk doing that” (Player 9) 

The lack of a perfect fit meant that purchases would usually be the 
result of compromising on an animal’s range of qualities. Even where 
farmers had sought to secure good and reliable supply chains, compro-
mise could still be built into these relationships. For example, Player 17 
recounted how establishing good supplier relationships meant ‘taking 
the rough with the smooth’ such that a batch of calves would always 
include some good and some less good calves. Cherry picking the best 
animals to leave the supplier with the worst ones they could not sell was 
not seen as the best way to maintain a relationship with the supplier. 
Farmers argued that this purchasing relationship was more productive 
for both sides and could lead to better animals overall in the long-term 
by allowing the purchaser to have input into the breeding and care of the 
animals: 

“we sort of batch buy rather than cherry pick, because from a cherry- 
picking point of view, I try and make it work for … for everybody, for 
him and for us. Obviously … that’s got to be reflected in the price, 
but sometimes we just agree on a set price, so you take the rough 
with the smooth. You know, you’ll take a poor one and a good one. 
Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose … but for us, it’s … the 
relationship and the calves he produces. Sometimes you might not be 
getting as good a batch, but it’s just a case of taking the rough with 
the smooth, and not cherry picking, because you take all the good, 
and the dairy farmer is left then with all the bad stuff that he’s got to 
try and sell’ (Player 17) 

4.3.2. Good farming and fitting the system 
Whilst fitting the system provided an overall framework for cattle 

purchasing, dimensions of good farming were important in shaping how 
decisions were made. The challenges of fitting the system meant that 
trust and reliability in the seller became key factors in deciding what to 
buy. This was evident when farmers were asked to choose between an 
agent supplying cattle or buying from their neighbour. In this scenario, 
farmers highlighted the importance of local knowledge. For example, 
Player 3 commented that, “if it’s the same cow then you go for the 
neighbour, you know more stuff from driving past”. Similarly, Player 12 
suggested that they “would walk away [from the dealer] and look at the 
neighbours’ [cows] because we know their farming system and they are 
in tune with what we are doing”. Other dimensions of local knowledge 
included the ability to draw on vets’ knowledge and their connections 
with other vets. Player 9, for example, suggested that their vet could 
speak to the vendor’s vet to “get into the nitty gritty and find out why the 
animals are on sale”. 

The effect of providing information on the good farming status of the 
vendor had a mixed effect. Firstly, purchase choices with high good 
farmer scores were not widely chosen, indicating that other systemic 
factors took priority. Nevertheless, farmers reacted positively to this 
rating, comparing it to ‘Amazon-style’ ratings and demonstrating the 
face-validity of this good farming metric. However, whilst farmers 
thought the principle of articulating vendors’ qualities in this way was 
good, it prompted further questions about what precisely the rating 
would mean, who would organise it, and how reliable it could be. 
Satisfaction of previous sales was generally seen as appropriate, but 
there were concerns about how easily this could be manipulated by 
‘fake’ or misleading reviews arising from a genuine mistake by the 
vendor or purchaser. Similarly, farmers were concerned about the 
ability to compare between vendors if one had fewer sales than the 
other. 

Table 3 
Factors mentioned when justifying in-game purchases by purchase scenario.   

Row Labels 
Purchase Scenario 
CALVES COWS IN-CALF 

HEIFERS 
STORE 
CATTLE 

ALL 

ANIMAL 23 28 16 13 80 
AGE 3 10 1  14 
APPEARANCE - 
ANIMAL 

7 2 4 2 15 

BOUGHT IN AT CALF   1  1 
BREED 1 1 7 4 13 
CALVING  1 1  2 
GENETICS 3  1 1 5 
HOMEBRED 9 1  3 13 
PRODUCTION - MILK  13 1  14 
TEMPERAMENT    3 3 

bTB 10 24 8 18 61 

COMPENSATION - 
100% 

3 4 6 6 19 

TB PARISH RATING    1 1 
TB TEST DATE  7  2 9 
TB TEST FREQUENCY  1 1 4 6 
TB YEARS FREE 7 12 1 5 26 

DISEASE 21 44 12 3 80 

PRODUCTION - 
DISEASES 

8 24 2 3 37 

VACCINATIONS 13 20 10  43 
LOCATION    2 2 

LOCATION - LOCAL    2 2 
MANAGEMENT 40 11 7 2 60 

APPEARANCE - FARM 8  1  9 
GOOD FARMER 
RATING 

3 5  1 9 

MANAGEMENT - 
CALF REARER 

8    8 

MANAGEMENT - 
CLOSED HERD 

1 1   2 

MANAGEMENT - 
COLOSTRUM 

6    6 

MANAGEMENT - 
CUBICLE TRAINED  

4 2  6 

MANAGEMENT - 
GENERAL 

1 1  1 3 

MANAGEMENT - 
HEALTH 

3  3  6 

MANAGEMENT - 
HOUSING 

8    8 

MANAGEMENT - 
REARING   

1  1 

MANAGEMENT - 
SIMILARITY 

2    2 

Grand Total 94 107 43 38 283  
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The apparent low salience of the good farmer rating may also be 
explained by the need to see in person the animals for sale, the farm and 
the farmer. During the game, farmers intently studied the pictures of the 
animals for sale, picking up on signs of conformation, temperament and 
condition such as the shine on their coat, and used them assess how the 
animals had been treated. For example, farmers commented that when 
buying calves, it was important to see how they reacted to other people 
and the vendor: if they were inquisitive and came over to see new people 
that was a good sign. If they ran away at the first sight of the vendor, that 
would indicate the animals had been poorly managed. Some adverts 
were rejected based on the physical appearance of the animals or the 
quality of the housing: 

“That Belgian Blue looks a bit wild” (Player 7, scenario 3) 

“You can see a calf that is behind based off its looks” (Player 5 sce-
nario 4) 

“They look a bit hunched … I wouldn’t want them..I don’t like way it 
stands in the ring, it doesn’t appeal, could be the cheapest option” 
(Player 3, scenario 3) 

“Lot 3 & 4 – I’d get rid of them straight away because [of the] scour 
on the wall” (Player 12 scenario 3) 

However, it was not always easy to elicit from the pictures the 
quality of the animal, farmer or farm, prompting players to comment 
that they would prefer to be able to visit the farm. This offered farmers to 
gauge the trustworthiness and reputation of the vendor by being able to 
ask additional questions and determine from their answers whether they 
were ‘good farmers’ or not. This could include, for example, vendors’ 
knowledge of the animal’s history, and the records they keep. In this 
sense, purchases would partly be based on the farmer and the farm. 
Farmers commented that they would like to see that the farm was clean 
and tidy, the housing was of good quality and that the vendor had the 
‘right’ attitude. 

Secondly, the challenges of ‘fitting the system’ also impacted upon 
the relevance of bTB information and its ability to reflect good farming. 
Whilst farmers generally preferred high status bTB cattle, their choices 
reflected their attempts to match cattle to their own circumstances based 
from other information available. In general, farmers valued purchases 
with a higher number of years bTB free. However, they also viewed the 
bTB test as an indication that an animal was ‘saleable’ and there was no 
real consensus on the threshold of what constituted a ‘safe’ herd. Five or 
more years was generally seen as good, although some farmers sug-
gested lower. In each case, however, the scarcity of available cattle with 
high bTB status meant that a better guide was to buy no lower than their 
current status. 

The significance of bTB varied between purchase types and each 
players’ experience of bTB. Where farmers had experienced many out-
breaks and farmed in expectation of an outbreak, information on bTB 
was less important. This reflects fatalistic attitudes towards bTB 
described in Enticott (2008). However, where players had experienced a 
recent bTB outbreak, which had caused significant farm management 
problems, information about bTB was more important. Information on 
bTB was more likely to be salient when it was timely: farmers who were 
restocking following a bTB incident particularly valued this information. 
However, it was not the only factor: Player 9, for example, suggested 
bTB accounted for 50% of the purchase decision, and other factors could 
over-ride its significance. 

In this sense, fitting the system could reflect the wider epidemio-
logical picture surrounding the farm. For example, Player 9 commented 
that “the closer geographically you are then closer to the same TB sit-
uation, [its best to] stick with the problems you know”. However, for 
some animals, such as calves, some farmers suggested these dimensions 
of local fit were not important. Player 2, for example, suggested that 
“young calves spend so little time in the environment to pick up the 
disease”. Nevertheless, this farmer was happy to buy calves from the 

high-risk area so long as the farm’s biosecurity was good: 

“one of the guys I buy calves off, he’s right in the middle of the high 
risk area I’m not even allowed in the building, I have to dip my boots 
and they bring the calves out to me … [But] even if all his neighbours 
were shut down, I’d still carry on buying calves from him, because 
they’re just so hot on their health and security. And it shows in the 
calves. You know, I hardly ever have to do anything with any of their 
calves. They just come in, and just roar away” (Player 2) 

In general, information on bTB appeared to play an ‘arbitrating role’ 
helping to differentiate between two equally ‘good’ animals for sale. 
This seemed to be most relevant for compensation incentives. Where 
adverts appeared to be of similar quality, the potential for additional 
compensation could sway the decision, all other things being equal 
(such as price). As full compensation was linked to the completion of 
post-movement testing, the attractiveness of this incentive also depen-
ded on the relative ease of completing this test. Where farmers were 
already frequently testing, the requirement to post-movement test was 
not considered onerous, meaning animals with full compensation were 
more attractive. Equally, the extent to which information could arbitrate 
between two adverts depended on the value of compensation itself. 
Player 3, for example, argued that the value of additional production 
would outweigh the value of compensation: 

“Lot 1 is going to give more milk, and the difference in TB risk and 
the compensation between Lot 1 and Lot 2 isn’t worth it”. 

Compensation incentives therefore seem unlikely to drive sales, and 
in some cases depending on its perceived value, may not arbitrate be-
tween choices either. 

5. Discussion 

This paper has investigated the salience of different behavioural in-
terventions to influence farmers’ cattle purchasing decisions. In this 
section, we consider the wider implications of our research. 

Firstly, the development and use of a scenario-based game has much 
to offer studies of biosecurity and other land-use policy issues. Partici-
pants enjoyed playing the game and reported that it helped them to 
think and talk about their cattle purchasing decisions. Following Quine 
et al. (2011), our purchasing scenarios were realistic, prompting some 
participants to reflect on times when the scenarios had played out in real 
life. Importantly, the use of the game also highlights the need for 
methodological triangulation when considering the impact of behav-
ioural interventions within farming. Results from the game varied ac-
cording to methodological and analytical techniques. Based on the 
analysis of purchasing rationales, results suggested that purchasing was 
primarily related to production factors. Analysis of the in-game pur-
chases suggested that farmers preferred cattle from farms at a low-risk 
from bTB. Meanwhile, qualitative analysis of farmers revealed that 
farmers strategic approach to cattle purchasing of fitting the system 
meant that behavioural interventions were of limited consequence: the 
fact that they chose cattle with low bTB risks was coincidental. It is 
possible that our results reflect the way our participants were drawn 
primarily from the dairy sector rather than beef or calf-rearing sectors. 
Framing cattle purchasing in terms of short-term needs rather than 
establishing longer-term supply chains may also have elicited less 
frequent mentions of trust, reciprocity and ‘good farming’. These alter-
native scenario framings may have enhanced the significance of our 
‘good farming rating’ but was nonetheless revealed in our qualitative 
analysis of our general discussions with farmers during the game. 

Our methodological approach therefore raises questions for how 
other research on behavioural insights within agricultural policy might 
be tested. In fact, a recent review of the agricultural behaviour change 
literature (AHDB, 2018) found relatively few studies of behavioural 
interventions, most of which relied on education rather than behav-
ioural insights. Moreover, whilst some innovative methodologies were 
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found (Reed and Claunch, 2017), others relied on experimental methods 
that provide little insight into the differences between control and 
intervention groups (Donham et al., 2013; Jansen et al., 2010; Leach 
et al., 2013). Alternatively, multiple interventions are applied to mul-
tiple contexts making delineating their effects methodologically chal-
lenging (Lam et al., 2017). Whilst calls have been made for greater 
methodological quality of behavioural intervention studies in agricul-
ture (AHDB, 2018), there is a risk that reliance on experimental methods 
overlooks the many and varied contexts of agricultural activities such as 
cattle purchasing. A key contribution of our research is therefore to 
respond to these concerns and provide complimentary methods to 
address these challenges. 

Secondly, whilst ‘good farming’ has been explored conceptually in 
relation to biosecurity, this study responds to Burton and Para-
gahawewa’s (2011) challenge of developing good farming measures for 
a specific biosecurity practice. Although such measures are not without 
their problems, in relation to cattle purchasing we have shown that good 
farming measures can play a role in shaping farmers’ cattle purchasing 
decisions, forming an important part of farmers’ purchasing ‘radar’ used 
to match cattle to their system. The process of matching purchases to 
farming systems observed in our study reflects what Burton et al. (2012) 
describe as an attempt to build a ‘cowshed culture’ – a ‘self-reinforcing 
culture in which animals, humans and the physical structure all 
contribute to the development of farm specific ways of doing and being’. 
Designing and reinforcing a system that promotes ‘positive interactions’ 
between the human and non-human constitutive elements is central to a 
farm’s success. The purchasing strategy of ‘fitting the system’ therefore 
reflects an attempt to maintain such positive interactions. Indeed, as 
Hidano et al. (2019) suggest, ‘livestock purchasing practices seem to be 
shaped in the process of establishing cowshed culture, rather than 
farmers choosing “best” cows for their farms after considering a whole 
range of animal characteristics’. 

In describing how farmers seek to ‘fit the system’ through their cattle 
purchases, we have also highlighted the trade-offs that farmers must 
make. The absence of the perfect animal means that fitting the system 
requires ‘skilled craftwork’ to identify the best animals to fit the system 
whilst also recognising the limits to this work (Higgins et al., 2018). 
These skills are reflective of the kinds of judgments made about stock 
when purchasing them such as their likely productivity based on their 
conformation, appearance and behaviour. However, estimations of good 
farming are also relevant here. On the one hand, good farming metrics 
may play a role in helping farmers to decide which stock to buy by 
providing reassurance that the vendor is not ‘dodgy’ but an ‘honest 
dealer’ (Hidano et al., 2019). On the other hand, whilst farmers reacted 
positively and more enthusiastically to our good farmer rating than 
traditional metrics of disease control, it was also simplistic and unable to 
capture all the dimensions of good farming. This may explain why 
personal contacts and reliance on long-standing trusted trading re-
lationships are preferred by many farmers. Nevertheless, further 
development and testing of other ways of expressing good farming for 
biosecurity should take place. For example, a pictorial farm portrait may 
help convey good farming status better than a simple metric. Such an 
approach, whilst ostensibly less objective, may allow farmers to build 
their own assessments and be comfortable with their limitations because 
they reflect their own cultural values. Indeed, as recent biosecurity 
research has suggested, recognising and living with the limits to bio-
security boundaries is what makes them work (Enticott, 2012; Higgins 
et al., 2018; Hinchliffe et al., 2013). 

Finally, In showing how this fitting process works for cattle pur-
chasing, we have also demonstrated how farmers’ decisions reflect a 
hierarchy of second-order strategies in which first-hand experience of 
the animals and vendor takes priority over representations of good 
farming in satisfaction ratings or disease information but which is more 
important than financial incentives and aversion to financial loss. 
However, it is also the case that these strategies and the relative 
importance of different information will vary between different 

segments of the farming population and according to different disease 
contexts. However, it may also be the case that the social context of 
disease management may also play an important role in determining the 
use of information available at the point of sale but which is not factored 
into narrowly defined approaches to behavioural ‘nudging’. For Michie 
and West (2013), this suggests that a range of behavioural interventions 
that may include both regulatory and persuasive techniques is required 
in order to be developed addressing different behavioural mechanisms is 
required (see for example, Lam et al., 2017). For others, the main 
problem with attempts to alter behaviour through the provision of in-
formation is that they fail to secure ‘norm internalisation’ (Mols et al., 
2015), providing only short-term solutions. This is particularly the case 
when they relate to collective action to manage risks that affect 
everyone such as disease control (Jetten et al., 2020). The answer to this 
problem may lie in moving away from ‘neuroliberal’ solutions that 
‘infantalise’ people as unable to deal with complexity towards ap-
proaches that seek to engage them in co-producing their futures rather 
than by-passing their irrationality (Jones et al., 2010). As Drury et al. 
(2019) show, when people view an existential threat in terms of the way 
it affects a community, they mobilise and coordinate collective solutions 
and ensure the community as a whole benefit rather than just the most 
able. The implications of these critiques for cattle purchasing is that 
behavioural change interventions may be most effective when they are 
designed and produced by the communities affected by them (Reicher 
et al., 2004). Indeed, our research revealed that farmers’ purchases were 
already oriented towards disease management priorities (such as 
Johne’s disease) when they reflected the priorities within private forms 
of regulation that had been developed within and by the farming in-
dustry rather than priorities that had been imposed by external regula-
tors. This suggests that rather than focus on changing individual 
behaviour, changes to the organisation of regulation in which the pri-
vate sector creates its own systems of bTB control and incentivized 
through contractual agreements with farmers may prove a more effec-
tive strategy of managing the movement of cattle. 

6. Conclusion 

In seeking to reduce the spread of disease between farms through 
voluntary means, cattle purchasing appears to be the ideal practice for 
policy makers to apply insights from the behavioural sciences. This 
paper has set out to explore the potential for such behavioural in-
terventions, considering how different measures of good farming and 
financial incentives may influence farmers’ purchasing decisions. In 
developing a unique scenario-based cattle purchasing game, this 
research shows how good farming fits into a broad decision making 
framework, showing how symbols and measures of good farming can 
influence cattle purchasing decisions. Whilst further research is required 
to explore the contextual salience of different behavioural interventions, 
our research suggests that farmers’ strategic aim of ‘fitting the system’ is 
likely to over-ride the significance of information about bTB, allowing 
farmers to exercise cultural forms of ‘craftwork’, that includes the 
recognition and appreciation of ‘good farmers’ and ‘good farming’. 
Financial incentives and information will be useful for some farmers in 
some circumstances, but their potential to provide the kind of cultural 
change within farming imagined by policy makers may be more elusive. 
Our research therefore provides important contextual detail on why 
these interventions may or may not work as intended. Rather, if con-
trolling the movement of cattle between farms can deliver significant 
reductions in biosecurity risks, policy makers may wish to look to other 
regulatory controls to provide a more compelling signal. 
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