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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the human-animal relationship on dairy goat farms, in particular associations between stock-
people’s attitudes towards goats (Capra hircus) and actual behaviour when handling goats and making decisions. Data were collected 
on 45 Austrian and German dairy goat farms. Attitude questionnaires of 119 stockpeople (58 female, 61 male) were analysed and 
14 attitude components were extracted by five Principal Component Analyses (PCA) regarding general attitudes about goats and 
human-animal relationship, behavioural attitudes about specific human-goat interactions and interactions during milking, and affective 
attitudes. To investigate associations between stockpeople’s attitudes and their subsequent behaviour, we calculated linear and logistic 
regression analysis on their behaviour during milking (n = 53 milkers) and on management decisions (n = 45 farms). Several attitude 
components were predictors of behaviour during milking. The attitude ‘Needs of goats’ was included in all models: the higher stock-
people scored on ‘Needs of goats’, the more positive interactions they showed and the less likely they were to use negative interac-
tions. Gender influenced five attitude components: females showing greater agreement than males on positive general and affective 
attitudes, eg ‘Needs of goats.’ Regarding management, the more strongly decision-makers disagreed on using negative interactions 
during milking, the better was their farm’s housing and management. To conclude, these results highlight the importance of the stock-
people’s attitudes, not only for the interactions with their animals, but also for their decisions related to management and housing. Our 
results indicate opportunities for improvement of animal welfare by training specifically targeting stockpeople’s attitudes. 
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Introduction 
Farmers’ influence over their animals’ living conditions and 
well-being should not be underestimated (Coleman & 
Hemsworth 2014) since they determine — or at least 
strongly influence — most of the animals’ environment via 
their decisions on housing and management. Farmers’ 
management practices concern, for example, quality, 
quantity and frequency of feeding, hygiene management, 
composition and stability of the social environment (eg 
regrouping) and care for diseased animals. Further, farmers’ 
interactions with their animals directly affect animal 
welfare by eliciting negative or positive emotions as well as 
associated physiological responses (in terms of stress or 
anti-stress effects), leading to long-term effects on health 
and well-being (Waiblinger et al 2006b; Hemsworth et al 
2009; Waiblinger 2019). Thus, farmer behaviour — 
including direct interaction and management — is an 
important component to animal welfare. 
Attitudes can explain differences in behaviour between 
people (Ajzen & Fishbein 1980; Eagly & Chaiken 1993; 
Hemsworth & Coleman 2011). Attitudes are subjective eval-
uations of an attitude object (eg object, living being, 

behaviour) and they reflect the extent to which a person likes 
or dislikes something (Maio & Haddock 2009; Hemsworth & 
Coleman 2011). Attitudes are extremely influential, as they 
not only guide behaviour but also influence attention, inter-
pretation of information and memory (Maio & Haddock 
2009). Cognitive aspects of an attitude include what a person 
knows or believes about an attitude object, while affective 
attitudes reflect how a person feels about it (Allport 1935; 
Eagly & Chaiken 1993; Albarraccin et al 2005). Generally, 
these aspects are consistent with each other; for example, a 
farmer who has positive beliefs about stroking cows, eg 
rating importance of stroking cows high, will also have 
positive affective responses, ie will enjoy stroking them 
(Waiblinger et al 2002; Maio & Haddock 2009).  
Demographic variables (eg age, gender, education) or farm 
characteristics (eg herd size) may influence human attitudes 
and behaviour (Herzog 2007; Muri et al 2012; Wikman et al 
2016). Knowledge about these influences is important to gain 
a better understanding of differences in stockperson attitudes 
and behaviour and thus of the human-animal relationship 
(HAR) on farms and helps in developing improvement strate-
gies for behavioural changes of stockpeople, eg by targeting 
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