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Navigating trusted and untrusted knowledge sources: Perspectives from UK Sheep Farmers. 1 

 2 

Abstract 3 

 4 

UK sheep farmers rely on a blend of knowledge: family traditions, peer networks, 5 

veterinarians, advisory services, digital communities, and international experts. This study 6 

explores how trust and relevance shape their choices, especially for animal welfare. Farmers 7 

value advice grounded in practical sheep experience and strong relationships. Family and peers 8 

remain central, but credible advisory services and select online groups add practical value. 9 

International perspectives, notably from New Zealand, also inform decisions. Building trust 10 

and tailoring knowledge to farm realities are key to improving welfare outcomes. As an 11 

exploratory contribution, this paper opens up a new research agenda on farmer knowledge 12 

networks and the conditions under which different knowledge sources gain legitimacy in 13 

agricultural decision-making. 14 

 15 

Keywords: farmers, veterinarian, relationship, knowledge exchange, trust, peer learning animal 16 

welfare, positive welfare 17 

 18 

1. Introduction 19 

Farmers operate within complex knowledge environments that include advisory services, 20 

veterinarians, peer networks, family traditions, industry organisations, social media platforms, 21 

and international knowledge systems. Understanding how farmers evaluate and navigate these 22 

diverse sources is increasingly important for agricultural innovation and the improvement of 23 

animal welfare. Veterinarians are widely considered key intermediaries in agricultural 24 

knowledge exchange, positioned at the intersection of scientific research and farming practice 25 

(1,2). They are uniquely placed to translate complex scientific concepts into practical, on-farm 26 

advice, influencing farmer decision-making on animal health, welfare, and productivity. 27 

However, the effectiveness of veterinarians as knowledge brokers depends on the quality of 28 

the farmer-veterinarian relationship, which is shaped by trust, communication, and perceived 29 

expertise (3). 30 

 31 

Existing research has examined the role of veterinarians in specific disease management 32 

contexts, such as lameness (4), flock health planning (1), and welfare (3,5) . While considerable 33 

attention has focused on veterinarians as trusted advisors, less is known about how veterinary 34 



advice is situated within the broader range of knowledge sources farmers draw on when making 35 

welfare-related decisions. Beyond veterinary relationships, farmers engage with multiple 36 

knowledge sources—advisory services, peer networks, social media, intergenerational 37 

knowledge, international networks, and formal organisations—each with varying degrees of 38 

trust and credibility. This reflects broader understandings of agricultural innovation as a 39 

process of knowledge exchange occurring through interacting networks of farmers, advisors, 40 

opinion leaders, and institutions rather than through linear knowledge transfer (6). 41 

 42 

To understand how farmers engage with and evaluate different knowledge sources, it is useful 43 

to consider the types of knowledge they seek and value. Lundvall and Johnson (7) distinguish 44 

between four categories: 'know-what' (empirical knowledge of facts), 'know-why' (knowledge 45 

of scientific principles), 'know-how' (practical skills and competence), and 'know-who' 46 

(understanding of the knowledge community and who to access for advice). While these 47 

categories are analytically distinct, they interact in practice—farmers' know-how is developed 48 

through experience, their know-what through observation, their know-why through 49 

understanding underlying mechanisms, and their know-who through social networks and 50 

relationships. Ingram and Morris (8) have applied this framework to agricultural advisors, 51 

noting that effective advice requires the presence of know-what, know-why, and know-how, 52 

with know-who shaping how farmers access and trust knowledge. Similarly, Thomas et al. (9) 53 

demonstrate that farmers' knowledge-sharing practices are embedded in social relations, with 54 

know-who playing a central role in the flow of knowledge through farming communities. Using 55 

animal welfare as an empirical context, this paper examines how UK sheep farmers navigate 56 

multiple knowledge sources, exploring how trust is negotiated, what farmers expect from 57 

veterinary advice, how they engage with formal and informal knowledge networks, and the 58 

implications for welfare knowledge exchange. The findings contribute to understanding the 59 

conditions under which veterinarians and other intermediaries can effectively facilitate the 60 

communication and uptake of emerging welfare concepts. 61 

 62 

2. Methodology 63 

2.1 Study Participants 64 

The sampling frame targeted individuals with active roles in the UK sheep farming sector, 65 

encompassing farmers, veterinarians, advisors, certification scheme representatives, and 66 

supply chain stakeholders. Recruitment relied on convenience snowball sampling, drawing on 67 



knowledge exchange events, established farmer networks, and introductions within the 68 

industry. 69 

A total of 25 sheep farmers from across the UK participated, the majority of whom operated 70 

mixed livestock enterprises (including poultry, pigs, and cattle), with sheep farming as their 71 

principal activity. The sample also included eleven industry actors: veterinarians (n=2), 72 

certification scheme representatives (n=2), agricultural advisors (n=2), an academic researcher 73 

(n=1), and supply chain representatives from the wool (n=3) and meat (n=1) sectors. 74 

 75 

2.2 Data Collection and Analysis 76 

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews along with a facilitated group discussion 77 

conducted via Zoom in March 2022, which lasted 1.5 hours. Participants were allocated to 78 

homogenous breakout groups to encourage open exchange of ideas. The research team 79 

employed a semi-structured guide, centring on farmers' relationships with vets and their 80 

expectations regarding welfare advice. All sessions were recorded and transcribed verbatim 81 

using Otter.ai. 82 

Transcripts were imported into NVivo for thematic analysis. The analytical process adopted a 83 

hybrid inductive-deductive approach (10): initial deductive coding was informed by existing 84 

literature on farmer-vet relationships, followed by inductive coding to allow emergent themes 85 

to surface, and subsequent comparison to identify novel insights. Coding was iteratively refined 86 

through collaborative team review.  87 

 88 

3. Results and Discussion 89 

This section presents findings on farmer relationships with their sources of knowledge and their 90 

implications for the exchange of animal welfare knowledge. The structure below, with clear 91 

subheadings, is intended to guide the reader through each theme and highlight the different 92 

knowledge typologies involved. 93 

 94 

3.1 Intergenerational Knowledge as a Foundation of Trust (Know-How, Know-Who) 95 

A dominant theme across interviews was the importance of intergenerational knowledge 96 

transfer—learning from parents, grandparents, and other family members. Farmers 97 

consistently identified family as their primary source of knowledge, perceived to outweigh 98 

formal advice from vets or advisory services. 99 

One farmer described the value of having access to generations of family knowledge: 100 

 101 



"That's why it's so good to be able to take on a family farm... I see my granddad most days. 102 

He's 88, he's done a lot of farming, so he's always glad to ask." (Farmer 12) 103 

The same farmer confirmed that most of their farming knowledge comes from family: 104 

"Most of my farming knowledge comes from my family."  105 

This intergenerational connection was deeply personal and identity-based for some farmers. 106 

One farmer reflected on the emotional bond with her grandfather's farming legacy: 107 

 108 

"My grandfather was a farmer... I've always been very much my grandfather's 109 

granddaughter... I came back to my roots and I started farming in my own right." (Farmer 9) 110 

 111 

Another described how family knowledge is integrated with formal training: 112 

"You've got to enjoy the job... if you're interested in it, you had got the stockmanship, you 113 

have to ally that with training as well. Formal training as well, which again, is very 114 

important." (Farmer 2) 115 

 116 

For younger farmers, formal education complemented rather than replaced family knowledge. 117 

One farmer described the sequence of learning: 118 

 119 

"I learned a lot of my practical skills in farming from my family anyway. They sort of trained 120 

me up before I went off to uni." (Farmer 10) 121 

 122 

Another farmer noted that her family background—her grandfather was a vet—influences her 123 

approach to flock health planning: 124 

 125 

"We don't have one that we've gone through with a vet. We have a plan ourselves. We haven't 126 

consulted with our vet, but my granddad was a vet. So it's kind of unofficially discussed with 127 

that." (Farmer 13) 128 

 129 

This highlights the enduring influence of family knowledge, even when it is no longer 130 

directly available. The "unofficial" consultation with a grandfather's veterinary knowledge 131 

suggests that intergenerational knowledge persists, shaping current practices without formal 132 

institutional support. 133 

 134 



One farmer noted that his son, being younger, was more engaged with digital knowledge 135 

sources: 136 

 137 

"The web is a good place to get information... my son is far more into it than me being 22, 23 138 

year old... with various groups and people that he tags and listen to their views." (Farmer 16) 139 

This suggests generational differences in knowledge seeking, with younger farmers more 140 

engaged with digital platforms (11). The farmer also noted the intergenerational transmission 141 

of stockmanship skills: 142 

 143 

"My son works with me, he's very good with sheep he is probably better than me as a 144 

stockman." (Farmer 1) 145 

 146 

This highlights how stockmanship skills are passed down through generations, contributing to 147 

the continuity of farming knowledge. 148 

 149 

However, some farmers came to farming without a family background (Farmer 17), and 150 

instead talked about having formal education. This highlights the importance of formal 151 

education as an alternative pathway into farming for those without family connections and 152 

suggests that first-generation farmers may rely more heavily on formal knowledge sources 153 

and advisory services. 154 

 155 

Intergenerational knowledge transfer served not only as a source of technical knowledge but 156 

also as a mechanism for establishing trust and credibility. Unlike formal advisory 157 

relationships, family-based knowledge was embedded within long-term social relationships 158 

and shared farming experience. Consequently, advice received from parents and grandparents 159 

was often perceived as immediately relevant, context-specific, and practically tested. This 160 

suggests that the legitimacy of knowledge in sheep farming is shaped not only by expertise 161 

but also by social proximity and lived experience. 162 

 163 

3.2 Veterinarians as Conditional Knowledge Sources (Know-What, Know-Why, Know-164 

Who) 165 

Farmers described their trust in veterinary advice as conditional and depended largely on 166 

perceptions of veterinarians' sheep-specific expertise and practical understanding of farming 167 

systems. While veterinarians were recognised as important sources of technical knowledge, 168 



some farmers in this study questioned whether vets possessed sufficient experience of 169 

commercial sheep production. 170 

 171 

"We will ask for a vet's advice, but I never take it as gospel. No. Sorry. I have found that not 172 

all vets know everything." (Farmer 1) 173 

"I'd say that I know far more than vets do about sheep because they don't see and deal with 174 

sheep that often. So they haven't got the knowledge." (Farmer 4) 175 

 176 

These findings suggest that veterinary knowledge was evaluated not solely on professional 177 

credentials, but on whether it was perceived as relevant and applicable to the realities of sheep 178 

farming. 179 

Experiences of veterinary engagement varied considerably. Some farmers described 180 

collaborative relationships in which welfare and flock health were discussed regularly, while 181 

others characterised interactions as largely transactional and centred on health plans, 182 

medicines, or regulatory requirements. 183 

 184 

"Working with the vets is very important... you find the cheapest way of dealing with reducing 185 

welfare issues or disease or whatever it is to work very closely with a vet and take their advice." 186 

(Farmer 2) 187 

"We have a flock health plan that we work through with the vet... they have a fair input and 188 

also they're the ones that supply the drugs." (Farmer 16) 189 

 190 

Despite these positive examples, most farmers reported that they consulted veterinarians 191 

primarily when problems arose. Veterinary involvement was therefore often reactive rather 192 

than preventative, reflecting a continuing "fire-fighter" role within sheep farming. 193 

 194 

"We take responsibility for the animals day to day health... and if there's a problem, and if we 195 

don't know how to tackle that will then call the vet." (Farmer 13) 196 

"Normally just talking about health issues can't say we're very talking about positive... welfare." 197 

(Farmer 15) 198 

 199 

Consistent with previous research (1), these findings suggest that veterinarians remain 200 

important but conditional knowledge sources whose influence depends on trust, perceived 201 

expertise, and the extent to which they engage proactively with farmers' management systems. 202 



 203 

3.3 Formal Advisory Services and Institutional Trust (Know-What, Know-Why) 204 

 205 

Farmers valued formal advisory services such as Farming Connect, which were perceived as 206 

providing reliable, trustworthy information. One farmer described their engagement with this 207 

service: 208 

"I'm part of Farming Connect, which is a Welsh, I think a Welsh Government type thing. 209 

They publish a lot of information and occasionally gets sort of invited to talks and farm walks 210 

and things." (Farmer 7) 211 

The credibility of such services was contrasted with the unreliability of open online sources: 212 

"Often, you sort of have, have a suspected health issue and then turn to Google and come 213 

across a variety of information, some of which may not be trustworthy. But I think a lot of the 214 

resources that have to do with the Farm Connect or HCC, which is the Meat Promotion 215 

Wales, have more reliable information for guidance and support." (Farmer 7) 216 

This suggests that farmers distinguish between trusted institutional sources and less reliable 217 

online information, actively seeking out credible intermediaries to validate their knowledge. 218 

Formal advisory services were valued for providing both know-what (factual information) 219 

and know-why (scientific principles), but their effectiveness depended on their ability to 220 

connect with farmers' existing know-how and know-who. 221 

A young farmer, new to the industry, also described his engagement with Farming Connect: 222 

"I'm part of Farming Connect... started off as a three-month course... we've got like a 223 

WhatsApp group chat, and then we're going to schedule catchups every three months." 224 

(Farmer 17) 225 

The farmer noted the value of this knowledge exchange: 226 

"I think it would add value to the business, not necessarily value to price of lamb that I'm 227 

going to get but it adds value to the business." (Farmer 17) 228 

This suggests that formal advisory services provide not only technical knowledge (know-229 

what, know-why) but also business value and social connections (know-who), supporting 230 

Sutherland and Labarthe's (11) findings on the value of farmer-centric knowledge exchange. 231 

However, farmers also emphasised that knowledge should not be imposed top-down. One 232 

farmer articulated the need for co-creation: 233 

"I think it's a good balance of you need sort of academia and research to collate these things 234 

because they've got the expertise to do that. But you need the farming opinion as well." 235 

(Farmer 10) 236 



This suggests that farmers value institutional knowledge but are wary of knowledge that does 237 

not incorporate practical farming perspectives—a theme that resonates with the know-who 238 

framework. 239 

 240 

3.4 Peer Networks, Discussion Groups, and Social Learning (Know-How, Know-Who) 241 

 242 

Farmers were part of multiple peer networks, including formal organisations such as the 243 

National Sheep Association (NSA) and the National Farmers Union (NFU), as well as informal 244 

groups such as local WhatsApp groups and Facebook communities. One farmer described their 245 

extensive network: 246 

"I'm on British Wool so I represent 17 counties. I'm in touch with farmers virtually daily... I'm 247 

part of the NFU... I'm a member of the National Sheep Association... my neighbouring farmers 248 

have created a WhatsApp group." (Farmer 8) 249 

A female farmer described her engagement with Facebook groups: 250 

"I am on stuff like Facebook. There's a group called ladies that Lamb... and then there's a few 251 

others, what they're called now. There's a regenerative farming one and a grazing group." 252 

(Farmer 12) 253 

Another farmer described her involvement in formal farmer groups: 254 

"I'm chair of the local Young Farmers Club... we do a lot of events aimed at helping them learn 255 

about keeping animals... and we are in our regional Ryeland group... we get together and they 256 

probably do training once or twice a year." (Farmer 13) 257 

Farmers also participated in discussion groups that covered a wide range of practical topics. 258 

One farmer described his involvement: 259 

"Part of two [groups], one was started as an AHDB, but now that's off because the funding is 260 

gone. So it's a farmer-funded group. And I'm part of another one that's just started up another 261 

AHDB farm discussion group." (Farmer 15) 262 

The topics covered in these groups were practical and varied: 263 

"We do have a mixture from, you know, from discussing grass or soil quality… to health issues 264 

within the livestock to husbandry, you know, husbandry issues, is probably quite, quite a mixed 265 

bag of what we're talking about." (Farmer 15) 266 

The value of these groups was described in practical terms: 267 

"We meet at the gate to generally walk away with either a new idea something new to try or 268 

something to avoid... they are pretty good." (Farmer 15) 269 



This highlights how peer networks serve as sites for building know-how (learning practical tips 270 

and what to avoid) and know-who (identifying trusted knowledge sources and peers). One 271 

farmer described his engagement with the National Sheep Association: 272 

"I went to a meeting last night [NSA]... I think it's just all things... if you're with a load of other 273 

sheep farmers you soon pick up what they're up to." (Farmer 16) 274 

He also used online forums for practical advice: 275 

"There's a farming forum I get on quite a lot. And you pick up tips and things off there when 276 

topics get discussed." (Farmer 16) 277 

This reinforces that farmers value peer-to-peer learning for practical problem-solving. 278 

However, farmers were selective about which platforms they engaged with, recognising the 279 

potential for misinformation: 280 

"There is one dreadful one called farmers forum. And there are some very agitated, naive 281 

narrowminded people that are very vocal on there... they're very inaccurate... they add so much 282 

more anxiety to an already anxious sector." (Farmer 8) 283 

"I am very connected, but I'm very picky in what platforms I use." (Farmer 8) 284 

This selective engagement reflects a strategic approach to knowledge seeking, where farmers 285 

actively curate their information sources to build reliable know-who networks and avoid 286 

misinformation. 287 

 288 

3.5 Navigating Digital and International Knowledge Sources (Know-What, Know-Why, 289 

Know-How, Know-Who) 290 

Farmers drew on a combination of traditional and digital knowledge sources. Some valued 291 

traditional sources such as books and manuals: 292 

"I used to read, I read a lot of books before I became, I used to read every vet book under the 293 

sun... a lot of sheep keeping and veterinary manuals on sheep." (Farmer 6) 294 

One farmer described their learning sources: 295 

"We get our knowledge from reading the Farmers Weekly, the Farmers Guardian, veterinary 296 

books, things like that." (Farmer 13) 297 

Others embraced digital platforms, including podcasts and social media, to access specialist 298 

knowledge: 299 

"Yes, I use the internet, especially with regenerative farming. I listen to quite a lot of podcasts 300 

and I'm also part of NSA National Sheep association." (Farmer 4) 301 

However, farmers also expressed concern about the reliability of digital sources, emphasising 302 

the need for peer-reviewed or institutionally validated information: 303 



"If you want information, technical information peer-reviewed proper information you have 304 

to go to reliable source." (Farmer 5) 305 

 306 

This suggests that while farmers are open to multiple knowledge formats, they actively assess 307 

the credibility of sources, prioritising those that provide trustworthy know-what and know-308 

why while building know-who networks that they can trust. 309 

 310 

Farmers 1 and 15 looked beyond UK borders for knowledge and validation, particularly to 311 

New Zealand. One farmer described importing genetics from New Zealand and using a New 312 

Zealand recording system because British systems would not recognise the value of imported 313 

genetics: 314 

"All our data that we collect goes out to New Zealand. And we use a system out there called 315 

Sheep Improvement limited... we use that because we import genetics from New Zealand to 316 

the Rams we import have their own set of figures, because they come from flocks that have 317 

been doing the same things as us." (Farmer 15) 318 

 319 

This farmer also explained their perceived limitations of British livestock systems: 320 

 321 

"If we brought the rams in and then tried to put them on a British system like Sigmet they'd 322 

have to start at the bottom. So they wouldn't take any notice of the fact that we bought the 323 

ram that's got the highest EBV in the whole of New Zealand." 324 

 325 

This suggests that some farmers perceive international knowledge systems as more advanced 326 

or credible than domestic ones, reflecting a strategic approach to knowledge seeking that 327 

transcends national boundaries (9,12). 328 

 329 

The farmer also noted the value of New Zealand genetics for their specific farming system: 330 

"The New Zealand Romney's are bred for easy lambing so that when you look at them from 331 

above they're sort of triangular shaped... we have very few lambing issues very rarely do we 332 

have to assist the ewe at lambing time." (Farmer 14) 333 

 334 

This international knowledge network serves as an alternative to domestic advisory services, 335 

providing farmers with access to specialised expertise that may not be available locally. 336 



Another farmer demonstrated a different form of international knowledge engagement—337 

exporting knowledge through specialised products: 338 

 339 

"A lot of it goes abroad to the Netherlands, to the USA and to Germany. So I can make quite 340 

a lot of money out of my fleeces." (Farmer 9) 341 

This suggests that international knowledge flows are not only about receiving knowledge (as 342 

with New Zealand genetics) but also about understanding international market demands and 343 

producing for them. 344 

 345 

3.6 Knowledge exchange and the challenge of animal welfare communication 346 

Trust in veterinary advice was reported to be conditional, and vets are often limited to a 347 

reactive, "fire-fighter" role. In the absence of stronger farmer-vet relationships and proactive 348 

engagement, veterinarians may encounter difficulties in introducing and promoting new 349 

welfare concepts. The Lundvall and Johnson (7) typology provides a framework for 350 

understanding these dynamics. Farmers' knowledge systems are rooted in know-how 351 

(practical skills) and know-who (trusted relationships). Veterinary advice, which primarily 352 

offers know-why (scientific principles) and know-what (diagnostic facts), may be regarded as 353 

less valuable if it does not relate to farmers' existing know-how or foster trust through know-354 

who. In contrast, intergenerational knowledge transfer and peer networks are highly valued 355 

because they convey practical competence and trusted relationships. These findings align 356 

with broader models of agricultural knowledge exchange that highlight the interplay between 357 

formal and informal knowledge systems, including farmer-to-farmer learning, advisory 358 

services, and trusted intermediaries (6). 359 

 360 

However, a major barrier to knowledge uptake appears to be generational, as argued by 361 

Farmer 9: 362 

 363 

"Education is difficult in some of the older farmers... 'Well, it was good enough for my 364 

granddad. So it's good enough for me.' There is that element out there."  365 

"It's usually the younger generation that will talk about the new ideas."  366 

"How do you think the barrier between the older generation and the younger generation can 367 

be overcome? ... With difficulty, I think." (Farmer 9) 368 

 369 



This suggests that knowledge adoption is not only perceived as a matter of trust or expertise, 370 

but was also understood to be shaped by age, tradition, and openness to change. 371 

Intermediaries, therefore, should understand the social and generational dynamics of the 372 

farming communities they work with. 373 

Another barrier is the language of new welfare concepts themselves. One farmer reflected: 374 

 375 

"I was a little bit concerned that it implied that the general standard of welfare across the 376 

country wasn't very good... There can be a lack of understanding of what it means, and that 377 

might be confusing—it's not very clear to farmers. But I think once you look into it, it does 378 

make a lot of sense." (Farmer 10) 379 

 380 

This highlights the importance of clear communication and the risk of defensive reactions to 381 

new terminology. 382 

 383 

These findings also indicate that farmers assess knowledge in relation to their underlying 384 

motivations and priorities. Across the wider dataset, farmers described animal welfare 385 

decisions as being shaped by considerations such as disease prevention, economic resilience, 386 

professional identity, stewardship, and long-term sustainability. These priorities influence not 387 

only the practices farmers adopt but also the forms of knowledge they regard as legitimate 388 

and worth acting upon. For example, farmers concerned with reducing disease risk placed 389 

greater value on information that improved flock health (for example, farmer 13), while those 390 

who prioritised good stockmanship relied heavily on the experiential knowledge of respected 391 

family members and fellow farmers. Similarly, farmers responding to market expectations 392 

and reputational concerns attached greater importance to advice related to assurance schemes 393 

and consumer standards, whereas those seeking resilient production systems actively engaged 394 

with knowledge of breeding, grazing management, and adaptive farming practices. 395 

Knowledge, therefore, acquires legitimacy not only through trusted relationships and 396 

practical experience but also through its perceived capacity to help farmers achieve the goals 397 

and priorities they themselves consider important. 398 

To overcome barriers, veterinarians could: 399 

Demonstrate sheep-specific expertise through continuing professional development and active 400 

engagement with sheep farming. 401 



• Build trust through collaboration, involving farmers in discussions of welfare findings 402 

and decision-making processes—thereby strengthening know-who. 403 

• Adopt motivational communication strategies that empower farmers and align with 404 

their values and priorities. 405 

• Engage proactively through welfare-focused meetings, farm visits, and knowledge 406 

exchange events. 407 

• Recognise and build on farmers' existing know-how, rather than assuming that know-408 

why alone is sufficient for behaviour change. 409 

• Beyond veterinarians, intermediaries such as formal advisory services, peer networks, 410 

and farmer discussion groups play crucial roles in knowledge exchange. One farmer 411 

noted that farmers need to get a positive message out to consumers: "As farmers, as 412 

sheep farmers, we need to get a positive message out. And the good news stories out to 413 

the consumer... the consumer always likes a positive welfare story. They certainly do 414 

not like negative welfare stories." (Farmer 2) 415 

• This suggests that while farmers recognise the importance of positive messaging to 416 

consumers, they may not see abstract terminology as the appropriate vehicle for that 417 

message. 418 

3.7 Limitations and Future Research 419 

These findings emerged while exploring positive animal welfare concepts within a broader 420 

research programme on discourses of positive welfare among UK sheep farmers and industry 421 

actors. The knowledge source dynamics identified here were a significant theme in that wider 422 

investigation, not the primary focus of the original study design. Consequently, the data, 423 

though rich, were not collected to comprehensively map farmer knowledge networks. A more 424 

focused, detailed study specifically designed to investigate farmer-veterinarian relationships, 425 

peer learning networks, and knowledge source evaluation would greatly advance 426 

understanding in this area. 427 

 428 

Similarly, the findings are exploratory and based on a small sample of 25 UK sheep farmers. 429 

It does not allow generalisation to all UK sheep farmers or other livestock sectors. Moreover, 430 

the accounts shared here reflect farmers' reported experiences and perceptions, which may 431 

differ from observed practices, none of which has been empirically tested. The UK context 432 

also means that findings may differ from agricultural systems with different knowledge 433 

infrastructures, advisory services, or cultural norms. 434 



 435 

Since the main study focuses on animal welfare, the findings may not directly apply to other 436 

aspects of agricultural knowledge exchange, such as crop production, soil management, or 437 

agri-environmental practices. The knowledge sources farmers use, the trust dynamics they 438 

face, and the advice they seek may differ across agricultural domains. For example, farmers 439 

may trust external advisors more on technical agronomy than on animal welfare, where 440 

experiential and intergenerational knowledge is especially valued. However, some crossovers 441 

may exist. The broader patterns identified here, such as the central role of intergenerational 442 

knowledge, conditional trust in formal advisors, and the importance of peer networks, may 443 

resonate with other agricultural contexts, especially those involving complex, experiential, 444 

and value-laden decisions. Further research is needed to test these findings beyond the 445 

context of animal welfare. 446 

 447 

4. Conclusions 448 

This study examining the trusted and untrusted knowledge sources among UK farmers was part 449 

of wider research exploring knowledge, attitudes and practices regarding positive animal 450 

welfare. The thematic findings here reveal that trust in veterinary advice is conditional, shaped 451 

by perceptions of sheep-specific expertise and the nature of veterinary engagement.  452 

Intergenerational knowledge transfer emerged as a dominant theme, with farmers identifying 453 

family—particularly parents and grandparents—as their primary knowledge source. This 454 

contrasts with the more limited role of veterinary advice in shaping farmer practice. Farmers' 455 

knowledge is grounded in practical experience and observation, and cannot easily be replaced 456 

by formal advice. As one farmer put it, traditional knowledge should not be dismissed: 457 

 458 

"I'm a firm believer in going back and learning a little bit from our ancestors, they didn't often 459 

know what they were doing it for, but they knew it worked. We have more knowledge and 460 

more technology, but they knew it worked." (Farmer 9) 461 

 462 

Farmers expressed a preference for advisors who understand farming systems and can provide 463 

contextualised, practical guidance. Formal advisory services such as Farming Connect were 464 

valued as trusted sources of reliable information, while social media platforms were viewed 465 

with caution due to the risk of misinformation. Peer networks, including Facebook and 466 

WhatsApp groups, as well as formal organisations such as the National Sheep Association, 467 



provided valuable forums for practical problem-solving and knowledge exchange. Farmer 468 

discussion groups were described as essential for learning "new ideas" and "what to avoid." 469 

Some farmers looked beyond UK borders for knowledge and validation, particularly to New 470 

Zealand, perceiving international systems as more advanced or credible than domestic ones. 471 

This reflects a strategic approach to knowledge seeking that transcends national boundaries. 472 

 473 

The findings also suggest that different knowledge sources fulfil different knowledge 474 

functions. Family members and peers primarily contributed practical know-how developed 475 

through lived experience, veterinarians and advisory services were expected to provide 476 

scientific and diagnostic knowledge, while formal organisations and specialist networks 477 

connected farmers to wider communities of expertise. Effective welfare knowledge exchange 478 

therefore depends not on replacing one source with another, but on integrating 479 

complementary forms of knowledge. 480 

 481 

These findings have significant implications for the dissemination of emerging welfare 482 

concepts. The paper calls for enhanced communication strategies—including motivational 483 

interviewing, collaborative flock health planning, and proactive welfare engagement—to 484 

strengthen farmer-veterinarian relationships and position vets as trusted conduits for welfare 485 

innovation. However, given the diversity of knowledge sources that farmers engage with, a 486 

multi-pronged approach that leverages trusted intermediaries—including advisory services, 487 

peer networks, international networks, and family knowledge—may be more effective than 488 

relying solely on veterinarians. 489 
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