
Applying health 
psychology theory 
and practice to 
improve biosecurity

Alison Burrell MSc., C.Psychol., PsSI
Chartered Health Psychologist

World Animal Biosecurity Association Conference, June 2025



www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Animal Health Ireland



www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie

What is health psychology?
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What is Health Psychology?

How do we successfully develop, deliver and 
evaluate evidence-based behaviour change 

interventions at a patient, community or 
health service level?



www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie

- What we’ll cover:
How can I develop an intervention to improve 
biosecurity that works?
How do I describe what we actually did?!
Did it work?
Why did it work?! What was the magic?!
How am I going to do it again?!

ISLAGIATT
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Understanding behaviour 
using the COM-B model and BCW

Michie, van Stralen, & West, (2011)

There is a whole 
science behind 
intervention 
development that 
is based on theory 
and evidence.
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Understanding behaviour 
using the COM-B model and BCW

Michie, van Stralen, & West, (2011)



Using ontologies to predict behaviour change 
intervention outcomes

Evaluation 
reports

Database of 
interventions 

and their 
outcomes

Outcome 
Prediction 

Tool

Data 
extraction

Development of 
machine learning 

algorithms to 
predict intervention 

outcomes

Ontology 
provides 

organising 
structure for

Deployed 
in

Provides 
training 
data for

www.BCIOntology.org With thanks to Prof Susan 
Michie, UCL

http://www.bciontology.org/


• Have the potential to be the ‘active 
ingredients’ of an intervention

• Aim to be the smallest components 
that on their own can bring about 
change

• Observable and replicable 

• Can be used alone or in 
combination

Behaviour change techniques (BCTs)
Behaviour change techniques (BCTs)

With thanks to Prof Susan 
Michie, UCL



BCT Taxonomy v1: 93 items in 16 groupings

With thanks to Prof Susan 
Michie, UCL
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Training as a health psychologist
The State Hospital - Scotland

High-secure mental health hospital for male patients 
from Scotland and Northern Ireland, admitted through 
the Mental Health Act or from prison. Diagnoses of 
severe mental illness or intellectual disability. Average 
stay is 6 years, but ranges from months to >30years.
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Training as a health psychologist
The State Hospital - Scotland

• There are significant health inequalities for those living with 
severe mental illness or intellectual disability.

• Increased chance of physical health co-morbidities and 
dramatically reduced life expectancy.

• How do you promote engagement with positive health behaviours 
in a high secure environment?

91% BMI in the overweight and obese categories 
6 patients BMI>40
61% of patients experienced weight gain with a mean of 
7.4kg (ranging from 0.3kg to 29.6kg in two years
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Refusing to 
engage in 
physical activity Rejecting 

doctors’ advice

Declining 
screening/health 
checks

Fatigue from 
medication

Binge eating

Uncertain 
future

Mental 
illness 
symptoms

Loss of 
autonomy

Anxiety

Family issues

Interactions 
with peers and 
staff

Trauma

https://juku.it/two-tier-data-storage-strategy-a-gigaom-market-landscape-report/iceberg-with-underwater-view-3/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Training as a health psychologist
The State Hospital - Scotland

How can we help patients to be more physically active?

Walking
Volleyball
Football
Circuits 

Walking football
Badminton

A gym
A farm 
Yoga

Running
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Understanding the target behaviour 
using the COM-B model

Capability
An individual’s psychological and physical 
capacity to perform the behaviour. 

Opportunity
Social and physical factors that are external to 
the individual that make the behaviour 
possible or to prompt it. 
Motivation
Automatic and conscious brain processes 
which energise and direct behaviour. 

Michie, van Stralen, & West, (2011)
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Michie, van Stralen, & West, (2011)

Capability
Fitness, chronic fatigue, side-effects of antipsychotics, 
skills required

Opportunity
Staff shortages, facilities, security requirements, 
relationships with peers and staff, family.

Motivation
Interactions with others, uncertain future, sedentary 
routine, beliefs of the benefits, replacing behaviours.

How can we help patients to be more physically active?

Understanding the target behaviour 
using the COM-B model
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‘what do they say…it (exercising with depression) is like 

trying to walk through treacle or whatever. It’s extra 

hard (Patient Participant 36).

‘I used to run 8k a day….but here it’s no, it’s really restricted. 

You know? That…that’s another reason why I stopped going to 

the gym as well (Patient Participant 52).

Aye, I do it myself. I don’t need to be told to do it. Same and all, I don’t 

talk to the dietitians and all that (Patient Participant 52).

‘…we’re dealing with human beings. And human beings can make decisions for 

themselves and sometimes those decisions we don’t agree with. But well, what 

do you do with regards to that?’ (Staff Participant 20).
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Assessment:

A common theme throughout trainee health psychologists’ 

roles at the hospital is that staff struggled to have effective 

conversations with patients about their physical health.

It resulted in increased stress, reduced collaboration between 

staff and patients and even legal issues…

Formulation…
What are we going to do about it?
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How can I ‘convince’ someone 
to do something or change 
something?
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Self-
determination 
theory 
Ryan & Deci
(2000)

Competence Relatedness Autonomy

What makes us feel truly, intrinsically motivated?
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Self-
determination 
theory 
Ryan & Deci
(2000)

Amotivation
Extrinsic 

motivation
Intrinsic 

motivation

I feel 
enjoyment & 
satisfaction

It’s part of 
who I am

Suppose I 
should

I was told to 
do it

No chance
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•Miss the opportunity to talk about change or talk to stakeholders

•Worry about how to start a conversation about change - and 
therefore don’t!

• Jump in to ‘fix’ - I KNOW THE ANSWER!

•Give lots of advice - we have a lot of useful information!

•Remind people of the things that might happen if they don’t change!

•Assume someone is just not ready or not motivated to change

•Go straight to ‘you have to’ or ‘the law requires…’

What can sometimes happen…
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Competence Relatedness

Autonomy
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People are like icebergs - we often 
only see the tip of them.

Effective communication skills enable 
us to gather information and 
understand: 

• what is really going on for that 
person

• what is driving their behaviour
• what are some of their needs 

that are maybe not being met
• what is the best way to support 

them

Nonadherence

Rejecting 
vet’s advice

Poor hygiene

Told they 
‘had to’

Animal 
health 
conditions    

Tried to change 
before but 
failed

Increased 
feed costs

Child is sick

Chronic pain 

Mortgage 
repaymentsMental 

health issues

Applying this to biosecurity…

TB outbreak

https://juku.it/two-tier-data-storage-strategy-a-gigaom-market-landscape-report/iceberg-with-underwater-view-3/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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How can psychological theory and 
practice inform on-farm, social or policy 
changes around biosecurity in the future?
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- I’ll just explain it in a different way.
- Training?!
- I’ll put up a sign.
- We can change policy and regulation
- I’ll publish a paper
- Make it mandatory
- A different colour sign?

Applying this to biosecurity…
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• Specialised communication technique developed by 
psychologists. Now used in healthcare settings (dentistry, 
physiotherapy etc.) and in veterinary medicine.

• Approach that facilitates shared decision-making and 
collaboration between practitioner and client.

• Helps practitioners understand and avoid the ‘righting reflex’.

• Particularly relevant to preventative health and welfare 
planning and where behaviour change is required. 

Motivational interviewing is a collaborative 

conversation style for strengthening a person’s own 

motivation and commitment to change. (Miller and 

Rollnick, 2013)

Motivational interviewing
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Conversations about change

Professional Seeking help

Helping conversation
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Ambivalence
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I think you should…

You’ll need to do….

Legislation states that 

you must…

Ambivalence meets
 the righting reflex
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The righting reflex involves the belief that you must convince or 

persuade the person to do the right thing. (Miller and Rollnick, 2013)

The ‘righting reflex’
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So, you might hear ‘sustain talk’

I can’t because…
That won’t work….
I tried that before…
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The Core Skills of MI

pen questions O
ffirmationsA

Reflections
Summaries
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An open question is like an open door. You do not 

know in advance where the person will go with it.

The Core Skills of MI

How has this problem affected your day-
to-day routine?

How do you hope your farm might be 
different 5 years from now?

What would you say is your priority at the 
moment?

How might I be able to help you?
Why do you think this is happening?
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The Spirit of 
Motivational Interviewing

Person-centred care

✓ The needs of clients and their animals take priority.

✓ The services, treatment and interventions we provide facilitate self-change.

✓ People are experts on themselves.

✓ We don’t have to make change happen.

✓ We don’t have to come up with all the good ideas.

✓ People have their own strengths, motivations and resources that are vital for change.

✓ Partnership is crucial – a collaboration of expertise.

✓ Understanding the person’s own perspective is required.

✓ Change is not a power struggle between you and your client.

✓ Motivation is evoked, not installed!

✓ We need to respect and support autonomy.
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Using
Motivational Interviewing

How can you apply the principles of MI, both the technical 

component and spirit of MI to biosecurity?

- In 1:1 conversations

- In informing group discussions and supporting 

collaborative conversations between staff members

- In informing effective public health campaigns – ‘You 

have to do it!’ or ‘This is a catastrophe!!’ hasn’t shown to 

work through research 
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But it’s not always about motivation…
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Effectively Agreeing on Actions

- Upgrade rodent control. What does that mean? 
How? Who? What’s the behaviour?
- Improve gilt quarantine management.
Improve how? What’s better? When to quarantine? 
Where? For how long? What’s the behaviour?

These are outcomes. What’s the 
behaviour?

How can we help set 
BEHAVIOURAL GOALS?
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Just like a Smart Watch 
measures steps!

Self monitoring
Checking/tracking 
progress – Increases 
motivation to keep going
- Shows patterns in 

behaviour/progress
- NOT as an audit, but to 

provide feedback
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DUAL PROCESSING 
THEORY

Moving from ‘rational’ to 
‘automatic’ thinking

‘Rational’, slow 
decision making

Reflective, involves 
planning and problem 

solving

‘Automatic’, fast 
reactions to 

prompts
Impulse, habits, routine
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Shops placing 
items they want 
to sell in middle 

shelves

General waste 
bin is small, 
recycling bin 

bigger

Biscuits 
beside the 

kettle

Do you want 
to make that a 

large?

Stations for 
hand washing

A hygiene lock 
before entering 

a farm

Cigarette 
packages moved 
behind covered 

screen

COVID: Leaving a 
face-mask in the 
car for grocery 

shopping

Prompts and Cues:

 everyday examples 
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Prompts and Cues:

 everyday examples 
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An example
Biosecure: 
A Community 
Intervention
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Intervention Design

Workshop outline:

- Introduction and description of collaborative process and decision-making
- In subgroups: Discuss ‘Why is biosecurity important for you?’
- Biosecurity group discussion: What is going well? What areas would you like to 

improve on?
- Farm workers review mean BioCheck.UGent scores, estimate farm scores and 

discuss feedback from vet.
- Group identifies outcomes they would like to achieve with vet, including if they 

have the capability, opportunity and motivation to work on these.
- Group creates SMART goals to outline specific behaviours, timelines, barriers 

and a monitoring plan to achieve goals.
- Group agree on next check-ins and next steps.

Open questions

Affirmations

Avoiding righting reflex

Shared decisions

Behavioural goals

Self-monitoring
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OneHealth
Implementation 

science

Hand hygiene AMR
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Conversations for Change

eLearning & in-person training

In-person workshops for individuals in an advisory role or 
bespoke training for organisations or groups

https://animalhealthireland.ie/training/conversations-for-change-training/

Email: aburrell@animalhealthireland.ie

https://animalhealthireland.ie/training/conversations-for-change-training/
mailto:aburrell@animalhealthireland.ie
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