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ABSTRACT
Successful Johne’s control requires a complex mixture of science, policy, practical interventions but most of all 
an ability to engage and enthuse the farmer to apply the necessary changes at farm level. 

The purpose of this paper is to help identify through a short survey a snapshot of the farmer attitudes and 
engagement with Johne’s Disease (JD) in the UK. 

The results of this survey will be used to help shape the activities and priorities of the National Johne’s 
Management Plan (Orpin and Sibley 2014, Orpin 2016, Sibley and Orpin 2016). 

A convenience sample of 394 farmers non-randomly selected completed a survey.  Of those surveyed, 71% 
had developed a robust JD control plan in conjunction with their vet and a further 22% has created a plan 
based on their own research and talks. A further 4% planned to start JD control soon. No farmers surveyed 
failed to believe in the need to control the risks of JD. 

47% of farmers were happy with their control plan and had no concerns. The major concerns cited were 
insufficient buildings to segregate high risk cattle, confusion with the tests and concerns regarding the costs 
of culling.

The key problems with JD control related to segregation of high risk animals (53%), TB testing interfering 
with results (40%) and uncertainty on when to cull test positive cows (38%). 

The major benefits of effective JD control were better overall health of the herd (82%), reduced forced 
culling (63%) and improved fertility (49%).

When asked how they felt about JD control 78% classified themselves as firm believers and would 
recommend it to other farmers. A further 13% were practising control for the benefit of their processor.

The use of the Net Promoter score revealed there was more promoters than detractors and the overall 
score was positive indicating that farmers would help persuade others to take part in the programme through 
recommendation. 

The key area that would incentivise farmers to adopt a robust JD plan are financial incentives from their 
processor, more on farm training and more evidence that JD control works. More detailed analysis. 

The farmers were classified as Proactivist or Unconcerned following a similar methodology adopted by 
Ritter and others (2016) and this revealed that each group had different perspectives on JD and these could 
be used to better deploy JD control at farm and at national level.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
A short survey of 8 questions was developed and 
circulated to farmers via contacts in the Industry. 
Farmers already participating in quarterly milk 
testing via National Milk Records or as Tesco 
farmers were emailed with a web link. Veterinary 
practices contacted their clients and a survey 
link was distributed via Twitter and through the 
Myhealthyherd email network of vets and farmers. 

Respondents that stated they were a firm believer 
in effective JD control and would recommend 
JD control to other farmers were classified as 
Proactivists. Those that were controlling for the 
benefit of their processor or agreed JD should be 
controlled but it was low on their priority lists were 
classified as Unconcerned. Farmers that did not 

believe it was cost effective or had bad experiences 
before were classified as Disillusionists and those 
that did not see the point in JD control were 
classified as Deniers. 

Although not quantified most of the farmers 
within this group are likely to be using quarterly 
milk testing due to the distribution of the survey 
to Tesco and Herdwise databases and this will 
influence the results and comments accordingly. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The objectives of the survey were to build on the 
work by Ritter and others (2016) who had used a 
classification based on belief and importance to 
categorise farmers attitudes to JD control into 4 
groups - Proactivists, Unconcerned, Disillusionists 
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and Deniers. This work showed that each group 
of farmers required different approaches and 
messages to engage them with JD control. The 
farmers were separated on the basis of their belief 
and importance in JD control (Figure 1).

Farm size
The majority of the farmers surveyed (63%) 
had herds between 100-300 cows. Only 14% of 
respondents had farms with less than 100 cows. 
A further 16% and 7% had farms with 300-500 or 
500+ cows. 

Current engagement with JD control
The level of adoption of JD control (93%) exceeds 

the estimates nationally of engagement. 
However, the data will provide an insight 
on the challenges faced by this group of 
farmers. 

The majority of farmers (72%) believed 
they had developed a robust and effective 
JD control plan with their vet. A further 
22% had created their own plan based 
on research and talks. A further 4% were 
planning to start soon. Interestingly 
no farmers believed that JD control 
was not required. This is likely to be an 
underestimate and indicates a likely 
recruitment bias within the survey (Table 
1). 

Major concerns about JD control
48% of respondents had no major 
concerns regarding JD control. 38% had 
concerns about insufficient buildings 
to segregate high and low risk cows at 
calving, 22% found tests confusing and 

not effective enough to be useful and 17% cited 
the additional culling for JD is too expensive. 
Only 11% cited labour or time as a constraint and 
this may indicate the likely higher proportion of 
farmers using quarterly testing (which requires less 
demands on labour to snatch calves, manage risks) 
(Table 2).

Problems experienced with JD control
The major problems with JD control were difficulty 
segregating high risk cows at time of calving (53%), 
TB testing interfering with test results (40%), and 
uncertainty on when to cull test posiive cows. 
Insufficient support and guidance from my vet 
was cited as a reason in 4% of the respondents. 

Thirteen per cent stated that they 
had experienced poorer calf health 
when feeding artificial milk and had 
received conflicting advice on what to 
do to control JD (Table 3).

 
Farmer comments on JD concerns
Analysis of 47 comments major 
concerns farmers revealed that over 
57% of the challenges related to 
testing and interpretation and 27% 
relating to control

“This is a test for anti-bodies NOT a 
test for JD virus and therefore is not 
accurate, reliable or conclusive for the 
presence of JD. Any cow that has anti 
bodies is therefore resistant to the JD 
virus”

Figure 1. Graphic illustrating how farmers can be sub grouped 
according to their relative beliefs and importance of a disease 
control strategy (Ritter others 2016).

Table 1. Table illustrating the degree of engagement with Johne’s 
Disease control.

How are you currently engaged with Johne’s Disease control?
Answer Choices Responses
Have developed a robust and effective JD control plan 
in conjunction with my vet

72% 277

Have my own  DIY JD control plan I have created 
based on my research and talks

22% 85

Not yet started with JD control but plan to start soon 4% 14
Will get round to JD control when I am told to by my 
processor

0.5% 2

Don't believe a JD control and biosecurity plan is 
required for my herd

0% 0

I haven't seen clinical Johne's so not a priority for me 2% 8
Other (please specify) 17

Answered 386
Skipped 10
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“If 60 day continuous TB testing it would become 
virtually impossible to manage the required 60 day 
clearance between TB test and Johne’s screening. 
Routine vaccinations may add to the assault on the 
cows immune system possibly causing anomalous 
results.”

“Not seen an unhealthy JD cow ‘though herd 
infection rate quite high. Thin/dirty/poor cows all 
been negative to JD!”

“Practical difficulty in implementing some aspects 
of JD plan due to lack of ability to invest. Cannot 
cull out as not economically viable to lose the milk 
production of these cows from the herd”

“Testing should be simply either positive or 
negative and do away with traffic light system”

 “Tests aren’t good enough. Need a positive or 
negative test which will pick up all Johne’s animals. 
Ideally test at 6 weeks and cull positives”

“We are 6 Weekly Tb Testing at the 
moment. When we go back to annual 
we will see a lot lower results. We are 
certain TB tests affect for longer than 
you recommend.”

“Not enough research on an early 
warning test to identify any infected 
cattle before they are actively 
shedding JD”

“The level of antibodies the UK 
has chosen is too low at 0.4 for an 
inaccurate test. We will cull with two 
tests around 1.0”

“Teats are confusing, Not seen 
Clinical Johne’s, PCR on dung samples 
from red cows negative , low level of 
Red cows 3% , Do I have Johne’s?”

“At certain times of the year it is 
difficult to segregate High risk cows 
from the lows at calving”
“conflicting advice even within our 

own vet practice! Third party advice seems to 
have evolved since we started having a plan for 
example: from breeding potential positives to beef 
to now ‘do not breed’, and not to blood test milk 
tested cows to now testing them. There seems to 
be a distinct lack of definitive protocols which is 
frustrating.”

“Control is complicated and progress frustratingly 
slow”

Benefits of effective JD control
The major benefit of effective control appeared to 
be an improved overall health of the herd (83%), 
reduced forced culling (63%) and improved fertility 
(50%). Other economic gains were cited such as 
improved farm margins (40%) and better market 
opportunities for my processor (42%). Farmers also 
cited that they had less worry and anxiety now they 

were in control of JD (41%) and 35% 
believed they had improved mastitis 
and udder health (Table 4).

How do the farmers feel about 
Johne’s Control?
78% of farmers considered themselves 
firm believers in Johne’s control 
and would recommend it to other 
farmers. This group of farmers were 
classified as Proactivists. A further 
13% were adopting controls for the 
benefit of their milk processor. Seven 
per cent knew they should control JD 
but it remained low on their priority 
right now. The latter two groups 

Table 2. Table illustrating the major concerns about Johne’s Disease 
Control.
Do you have any major concerns about JD control? Tick any box that 
may apply.
Answer Choices Responses
Tests are confusing and not effective enough to be 
useful

22% 81

Controlling JD is too difficult to practically apply in 
dairy herds

6% 20

Additional culling for JD is too expensive 18% 64
Not enough labour or time to apply the controls 
effectively

11% 41

Insufficient buildings to segregate high and low risk 
cows at calving

38% 136

Not aware of what is required to control JD in my 
herd. Need more information

2% 8

No concerns. Have got a plan and am happy 48% 173
Other (please specify) 47

Answered 361
Skipped 35

Table 3. Table illustrating problems experienced with Johne’s 
Disease control.
Have you ever experienced problems Johne’s Diesease  control? Tick 
any that apply.
Answer Choices Responses
Difficulty segregating high risk (red/test positive) cows 
at calving

53% 173

TB testing interfering with test results 40% 131
Poorer calf health when feeding artificial milk 13% 44
Conflicting advice on what to do to control JD 13% 43
Uncertainty on when to cull test positive cows 39% 126
Insufficient support and guidance from my vet 4% 13
Other (please specify) 14% 47

Answered 327
Skipped 69
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were further analysed as an Unconcerned group 
and compared to the Proactivists in the detailed 
analysis. No farmers did not see the point in JD 
control (Table 5).

How likely are farmers to recommend to 
another farmer using the Net Promoter Score 
methodology?
Farmers were asked to score themselves on a 
scale of 1-10 as to on how likely that they would 
recommend Johne’s control and Protection to 
another farmer. The NPS has become an established 
methodology to assess the level of customer 
satisfaction in a simple repeatable way. The 
customer is asked whether they would recommend 
a company/service or product to others and this is 
used as a proxy for customer satisfaction. 

This methodology is a widely accepted 
model to assess customer satisfaction 
with any business or operation. 

Fifty one per cent were classified as 
Promoters (score 9-10), 28% Passives 
(score 7-8) and 21% Detractors (score 
0-6). Analysis of 7307 organisations using 
the NPS through Survey Monkey (www.
surveymonkey.co.uk) reveals an average 
proportion of Promoters of 62% and 
Detractors 12%. 

If the Detractors are subtracted from 
the Promoters this delivers and overall 
positive score of 29. This is below the 
Survey Monkey benchmark score of 54.

Considering the complexity of delivering 
JD control, as opposed to simply scoring a 
customer experience for a business, this 

score is broadly positive. A similar survey conducted 
by the author relating to Selective Dry Cow Therapy 
(Orpin and others 2017) revealed a negative score 
of 22 with more Detractors than Promoters. 

What would make farmers more likely to adopt a 
robust Johne’s control and biosecurity plan? 
The key driver for future engagement was financial 
incentives from their milk processor (50%), more 
on farm training on JD and practical control (27%) 
and more evidence that JD control works (28%). 
Further help on understanding risks (24%) and 
opportunities to visit farms who have controlled 
disease (20%) would be valued. Further help 
from their vets was a of a lower priority due to 
probably the established nature of JD control on 
their farms.

More detailed analysis based on splitting 
the respondents into two groups 
based on their beliefs (Proactivists 
and Unconcerned) revealed subtle 
differences in attitudes.

 Both groups supported financial 
incentives and on farm training. 
However, the Unconcerned group 
required more convincing the rewards 
outweigh the benefits and more 
evidence that Johne’s control works 
(Table 6).

Farmers suggestions on how 
engagement and JD control could be 
improved:

“An enhanced cull scheme for positive 
cows - say £250/head for a limited time 
period (a year?) would persuade many 
to cull out ‘reds’ quickly and might lead 
to a step change in incidence. I don’t 

Table 4. Table illustrating the perceived benefits of effective 
Johne’s Disease control.
What do you believe are the benefits of effective Johne’s control? 
Tick any box that applies.
Answer Choices Responses
Healthier calves 44% 169
Reduced forced/emergency culling 64% 242
Improved mastitis and udder health 36% 137
Better overall health of the herd 83% 315
Improved fertility 50% 189
Less worry and anxiety. I am now in control of JD 41% 155
Improved technical efficiency 26% 100
Improved farm margins 40% 153
Better market opportunities for my milk processor 42% 159
Other (please specify) 21

Answered 381
Skipped 15

Table 5. How farmers respondents feel about Johne’s Disease 
control.
What answer best describes how you feel about Johne’s Control? 
Choose one only?
Answer Choices Responses
I am a firm believer in Johne's control and would 
recommend it to other farmers

78% 297

I practice Johne’s control for the benefit of my 
processor

13% 50

I know I should control Johne's but it remains low 
on my priority list right now

7% 25

I don't believe that Johne's control is cost effective. I 
have heard/ or had bad experiences before

0.2% 1

I don't see the point in Johne's control. I will carry 
on with my own regime.

0.00% 0

I will wait until I have problems before I start to 
control JD

1.84% 7

Other (please specify) 24
Answered 380
Skipped 16
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and not already testing 
would have no choice.”

“N/A We have adopted a 
robust Johne’s control and 
bio-security plan with the 
help of our vet”

DISCUSSION
The survey conducted was 
a convenience sample 
of famers selected on a 
non-random basis and as 
such cannot be seen as 
representative sample of 
all UK Dairy farmers. Any 
survey conducted like this 
is liable to recruitment bias. 
The survey appears to have 
identified farmers that are 
already engaged in JD control 
and the majority are likely 
to be involved in quarterly 
testing based on the survey 
distribution via NMR to its 
Herdwise customers and 
Tesco producers who are 
compelled to quarterly test 

as part of their contract. 
The object of the study was to follow up on 

Ritter and others (2016) classification of farmers 
into 4 groups based on belief and importance- 
Proactivists, Unconcerned, Disillusionists and 
Deniers. Unfortunately, there was a paucity of 
respondents that could be classified in the latter 
two groups.

Despite these limitations the survey highlighted 
some of the key challenges that farmers face 
with JD control. Segregation of high risks cows, 
understanding and appreciating the complexity of 
test interpretation and identifying suitable culling 
criteria to remove the most infectious cattle from 
the herd. 

The approaches required to engage the 
Unconcerned are subtly different to those of the 
Proactive or already engaged farmers. This needs 
to be factored into any communications to this 
group. 

More work does need to be done by practising 
vets explaining the purpose of the test and how 
this should be interpreted in the field situation as 
this is the most significant frustration for farmers. 

Further thought should be given on advice on 
culling and how best to cost effectively segregate 
the highest risk cows. Unpublished data from the 
Myhealthyherd database shows that it is relatively 

think it would cost that much relatively speaking 
and I feel it is worth lobbying government for.”

“Already there - No clinical cases. In process of 
becoming accredited by SAC, Level 2 after first test 
a year ago”

“A better test!”
“I am using a Johne’s control and biosecurity plan 

but would be much happier with it if I trusted the 
testing results which can vary from low to high or 
high to low regularly. A few of our best cows have 
tested high with Johne’s and are fat, extremely 
fertile and very healthy cows and I am not convinced 
that the testing is correct and I am losing potential 
offspring from our best cows maybe due to an 
unreliable test. I carry on, though, because I want 
to be Johne’s free one day”

“I mistakenly bought JD from high profile herds 
claiming to be fantastic herds. One included XXXXX 
farms dispersal! They knew they had problem. It 
needs to be a notifiable disease. I still feel so guilty 
for selling our problem but it was my only way to 
avoid bankruptcy. To get on top of the problem 
people need a financial plan otherwise it will just 
get worse by everyone passing on the problem!”

“It should be a criminal offence to knowingly sell 
an infected cow other than direct to slaughter and 
whole herd testing should be part of red tractor 
farm assurance, then people who are irresponsible 

Table 6. A comparison between Unconcerned and Proactivist farmers on 
what areas would likely to make them adopt robust Johne’s control and 
biosecurity plan.
What would make you more likely to adopt a robust Johne’s control and 
biosecurity plan?

Unconcerned Proactivists
Answer Choices Responses Responses
More on farm training on Johne's Disease and 
practical control?

30% 20 28% 61

More help from a trained Johnes vet from my 
practice in setting up a plan?

18% 12 17% 37

More help from an independent specialist JD 
Johnes vet

12% 8 10% 22

More convincing that the rewards outweigh 
the inputs

31% 21 17% 37

More evidence that Johne's control works 49% 33 21% 45
Testimonials from farmers who have 
successfully controlled JD

15% 10 18% 40

Opportunity to visit farms like mine who have 
controlled or protected their farm from JD

13% 9 22% 49

Financial incentives from my milk processor 58% 39 47% 104
Better understanding of risks of entry and 
spread of JD within my herd

21% 14 25% 54

Other (please specify) 13 41
Answered 67 Answered 219
Skipped 8 Skipped 78
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common for farmers to be testing regularly but 
failing to apply the critical control points of the JD 
plan. Testing without control will result in failure. 

The level of satisfaction amongst respondents 
was high and satisfactory as measured by belief 
and Net Promoter Score respectively. 
The benefits of effective JD control are clearly 
perceived by those involved in JD control and there 
is a greater opportunity to capture and share these 
successes with others to provide the evidence to 
the those that are more reluctantly engaging in JD 
control.

Farmers are engaging with JD control but are 
finding difficulty with the ELISA test especially within 
frequently testing herds. However, engagement is 
being maintained and the majority would be happy 
to promote JD control to other farmers. 

The proposed launch of the second phase of the 
NJMP provides an opportunity for vets to perform 
risk assessments and reassess whether the existing 
JD plan is appropriate for the farm and sufficiently 
robust to control this costly disease. 
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REFERENCES
Orpin, P.G. (2016) The use of web based economic health 
evaluator to increase farmer engagement with Johne’s 
disease control. Cattle Practice 24(2): 107
Orpin, P.G., Sibley, R.J. (2014) A Review on Progress with 
Johne’s Engagement Programme in UK Dairy Herds. 4th 
ParaTB forum
Orpin, P., Sibley, R.J., Throup, S., Braddock, A. (2017) The 
National Johne’s Management Plan: progress and future 
developments. Cattle Practice 25(2): 106-110
Ritter, C., Jansen, J., Roth, K., Kastelic, J.P., Adams, C.L., 
Barkema, H.W. (2016) Dairy Farmers’ perceptions toward the 
implementation of on-farm Johne’s disease prevention and 
control strategies. J. Dairy Sci. 99: 1-12
Sibley, R.J., Orpin, P.G. (2016) The National Johnes 
Management Plan: a national programmeme for the 
management of paratuberculosis in the UK dairy herd. 5th 
ParaTB Forum


