
        
 

What's the Hold Up? Understanding Adoption of Best Management Practices 
 
Introduction 
A farmer’s decision to adopt recommendations to change their management are influenced by 
numerous factors. The field of social psychology has developed numerous health behaviour 
theories (NIH, 2005), which help describe, assess, and predict behavioural changes. Central to 
many of these theories are three key assumptions: (1) behaviour is mediated by what people 
know and think, (2) knowledge is necessary for, but not sufficient to produce, most behaviour 
changes, and (3) perceptions, motivations, skills, and social environment are key influences on 
behaviour. Several of these theories have been extrapolated from human medicine, for example 
the Health Belief Model (Janz and Becker, 1984) or the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 
1991). Although no one model is universally subscribed to, their common constructs describe the 
influence of personal factors (e.g., attitude, perception, knowledge, opinion, beliefs, skills), 
interpersonal factors (e.g., veterinarian–farmer communication, agricultural extension efforts, 
industry outreach), and external cues (Leeuwis and van den Ban, 2004; Pratt and Bowman, 2008) 
on behaviour. Influencing farmer behaviour toward adopting on-farm practices for any given 
issue is thus a complicated endeavor that requires knowledge of how to effectively inform, 
educate, and influence as well as an understanding of how and why farmers behave the way they 
do (Garforth, 2011).  
 
Purpose and Objectives 
(1) Summarize the body of knowledge on the social, environmental, and behavioural barriers and 
motivators, as well as the characteristics of programs, policies, and practices (i.e. the message, 
the messenger, market conditions, risk, uncertainty, etc.), that might influence on-farm adoption 
in livestock production; 
 
(2) Engage Ontario livestock farmers and their on-farm advisors to understand their specific 
barriers and motivators to adoption, and understand how programs, policies, and practices can 
and have had influence; and, 
 
Methods 
We conducted a thorough review of the published and grey (e.g. reports, reviews, and resources 
from reputable organizations) literature on barriers, motivators, and tools to influence adoption in 
livestock agriculture. Informed by this literature review, we conducted 40 semi-structured 
interviews with livestock farmers. In addition, we scheduled 10 interviews with livestock 
advisors (veterinarians, hoof trimmers, nutritionists, organizational field staff, etc.). In a 
deliberate effort to better understand what drives farmers that do not traditionally participate in 
programs or adopt recommended practices early, we also sought out farmers that are classified 
by their representative organizations as “hard to reach”. Following a methodology used by 
Jansen et al. (2010), we asked our advisor interviewees to identify their most recent voluntary 



program or best management practice recommendations and indicate up to 5 farmers that are 
known to not have participated. Twenty of these hard-to-reach farmers were then contacted for 
interviews on their motivators and barriers to on-farm change. 
 
Project Results 
The primary conclusions from our synthesis of the literature and interviews is that farmers are a 
diverse group, with a multitude of different learning styles, communication preferences, goals, 
priorities, and influencing factors. Decision making is not a straightforward process and differs 
based on the individual. Both internal (e.g. attitude, knowledge, pride) and external factors (e.g. 
trust, advisors, relationships, media) influence producers’ decisions to make changes, and should 
therefore, be considered when targeting behavioural change in this group. Among impactful 
factors on producer decision making, farmer advisors, and veterinarians in particular, are seen to 
be influential on farmers’ behavioural change and adoption of on-farm management practices. 
Veterinarians have the opportunity to positively influence producers towards adoption of BMPs 
if they communicate in ways that are tailored to producer goals, preferences, and learning styles 
to better resonate with the producer. Practices such as benchmarking have become more 
commonplace and for certain segments of farmers (those that tend to have a competitive spirit 
and value peer perspectives) seem to be very motivational.  
 
Change is a complex phenomenon on farms that is influenced by a variety of factors. What is 
clear is that knowledge of best practice is necessary, but not sufficient, to result in change. This 
is an important finding as we in industry are still most commonly focused on educating farmers 
to elicit change. The clear takeaway here is that farmers need motivation, not information in 
many cases. It is not that the knowledge is unimportant, it is simply that we need farmers to 
appreciate the “why” behind it in order for it to then be considered a priority, or a change worth 
making. The why does not always have to relate to economic benefit either. More recent research 
on extrinsic motivation demonstrates that people will not only change to satisfy and external 
demand or obtain external reward (carrot and stick). They will also make changes to avoid guilt 
or anxiety due to perceived pressure (introjection), because they appreciate the value/important 
of the topic and accepts change is needed (identification), and/or because a change aligns with 
their personal beliefs/philosophy and therefore deems it important (integration). Research on 
intrinsic motivation indicates that true intrinsic motivation is about autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness, and therefore, it is clear that efforts to influence populations will need to understand 
the characteristics of those intrinsically motivated to change, and then find other effective ways 
(messages and tools) to motivate those that require some form of extrinsic motivation to change.  
 
From this work we can conclude that change is multifactorial and requires understanding of the 
existing barriers that are preventing producers from implementing individual BMP. Successful 
program models to encourage the adoption of best management practices by producers will 
educate farmers through their preferential ways of communicating, include both voluntary and 
compulsory components, provide technical information, take into account external pressures, and 
will provide feasible and accessible routes for change that result in program adoption. As 
discussed above, education of producers on technical and background knowledge is critical for 
influencing producer decisions. Education can take many forms, such as publications, media or 
press releases, educational courses, group demonstrations, and educational meetings. Both 
producers and advisors can benefit from additional education opportunities and KTT strategies 



should be tailored to each specific demographic. Behaviour and decisions to change are 
influenced by social pressures, as well as economics, both of which should be taken into 
consideration when building any program aimed at influencing adoption of on-farm practices. 
The RESET (Rules, Education, Social Pressure, Economics, Tools) model is a strategy to 
influence mindset and was developed to be easy to use in practice for agricultural advisors. This 
model has been used to assess producer mindset towards many topics, including antibiotic use in 
the Netherlands and the adoption of vaccination programs for mastitis prevention in dairy cows. 
This model can be applied by advisors and stakeholders to positively influence producers in 
changing their mindset around adopting best management practices on-farm. The five pillars of 
the RESET mindset model take into account many of the influential factors that have been 
discussed throughout this review including rules and regulations, education and technical 
knowledge, the external influence of social pressures and economics, and tools for creating a 
successful on-farm program. The idea of the RESET model is to include both voluntary, and 
compulsory, approaches to influencing change, while targeting areas of producer extension that 
are known to be effective. Incorporating rules, regulations, or restrictions on behaviour uses 
coercive techniques to guide producers towards best practices, such as maintaining a veterinary-
patient-client relationship, restricting the use of antibiotics, and maintaining an up to date and 
approved herd health plan. 
 
Another key element of this work points to the importance of, and need for more, knowledge or 
information brokers. The use of intermediaries has been suggested as a method of facilitating 
collaboration and exchange between researchers and end users, and our work here corroborates 
this recommendation. The knowledge broker is an individual, group or organization that 
promotes interaction between researchers and end users and develops capacity for evidence-
based decision making. Knowledge brokers play a key role in the identification of end user 
needs, as well as enabling access and interpretation to research finding, thus enabling the 
translation of research evidence into practice. Their role broadly is about filtering relevant 
research, advocating the use of research in policy and practice, translating research into plain 
language and helping people to make sense of and apply information, and establishing a 
connection between research producers and research users. Although KT is now largely 
privatized globally, and often funded through levies, public financing can be justified, especially 
when the issue is believed to be in the public’s interest. Knowledge brokers can play a key role 
facilitating the collaboration between different stakeholders and end-users (i.e., producers). We 
believe finding ways to have more brokers of knowledge to complement and support private 
advisor networks, would help strengthen the efficacy and efficiency of KTT in rural Ontario.  
 
We will be pursuing peer-reviewed publication of our work in the Journal of Agricultural 
Education and Extension. This open-access journal is published to inform experts who do or use 
research on agricultural education and extension about research conducted in this field 
worldwide. Information about this research is needed to further theoretical development and 
improve policies, strategies, methods and practices for agricultural education and extension. The 
Journal accepts authoritative and well-referenced scientific articles within the field of 
agricultural education and extension after a double-blind peer review process. 
 
Application and Conclusion: 



We can conclude that change is multifactorial and requires understanding of the existing barriers 
that are preventing producers from implementing individual BMP. Based on this understanding, 
targeted programs, policies, and practices can be developed to support and positively influence 
farmers towards achieving industry standards and better outcomes in general. Taking a 
systematic approach to developing these programs, policies, and practices, one that leverages 
rules, external cues, social pressure, economics, and trust with close advisors, will be most 
impactful. LRIC has recently prepared a series of sentiments that they have gleaned from a 
number of different projects related to Getting Research Into Practice (GRIP) and our project is 
closely aligned with these major themes, which include: 
 

1. The current system of GRIP for livestock in Ontario involves many players but lacks 
planning, coordination, and capacity. 

2. As extension services diminished, private actors became engaged in GRIP but they 
followed the money and so services are very different for those sectors with supply 
management and those without. 

3. All agree that a new level of collaboration between industry, academia and government is 
needed, both in setting research priorities and defining and implementing a new system 
for GRIP. 

4. Researchers need to get onto farms in order to understand day to day realities, challenges 
and opportunities, and farmers need to be more properly integrated into research teams, 
advisory committees  

5. Any effective GRIP system will need to address the vast differences in species, 
geography, access to internet, personal learning styles and the de-risking of testing new 
approaches on farm. 
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