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Introduction
It has become widely accepted that some farm staff now choose whom they wish to work for rather than an employer choosing them. The reason for this is a lack of quality staff in the industry. Despite this some farmers still have the ability to attract a large number of quality applicants for a position or they are asked for employment. The same farmers who attract staff also seem to have the ability to retain them. Why is this so?

This paper outlines some techniques and ideas that employers may use to increase their choice of prospective employees. It is not anticipated that these ideas will be agreeable to everyone. However, under the current employment market, some employer attitudes need to be challenged to improve recruitment.

Why have I been asked to speak on this topic? This is no doubt a question some of you may be asking and indeed I did myself. In answer to that I will give a quick review of my background.

I am originally from the North Island where I grew up on the family dairy farm. I have completed a B.Appl.Sci (Agriculture) degree from Massey University. Currently I am employed by Leicester and Andrea Woolsey to manage their 650 cow dairy farm in Eastern Southland.

Since leaving school I have held six farming jobs ranging from summer holiday employment to full time employment. I have experience of many job interviews, procured jobs by contacting the “right” people and have been sought out personally by employers. Each job has taught me something about what makes a good employer. 

What is important for staff?

Farm staff have different objectives when selecting employers. These are based on their different aspirations to be gained from dairy farming. These aspirations have a major influence on what staff look for. There are however, two aspects of most importance to most farm staff, the working relationship with their employer and remuneration. 

Remuneration in this context includes:

·   Salary

·   Time-off

·   Housing

·   Bonuses

Data collected from the Winter Farm Focus dairy farm employment survey is shown in Table 1. From Table 1 it seems the most important aspect for farm staff is the working relationship with their employer.

Table 1: How do you rate the following?

The working relationship

An employer and an employee will often spend more time with each other over the course of a year than with their partner and friends. It is therefore essential that both parties select someone they can work with.

The qualities employers look for in an employee - honesty, integrity, punctuality, motivation etc, are also the qualities an employee looks for in an employer.

My view is, when choosing an employer, is that employees seek someone similar to themselves. Most of us like what we see in the mirror each morning so it makes sense that we will select someone similar to work with.

There are still things that can be done by employers to improve the working relationship:

·   Increasing your level of tolerance

·   Providing encouragement 

·   Increasing the level of responsibility

Tolerance

Everyone makes mistakes. Dairy farm workers are possibly more prone to making mistakes due to fatigue that is associated with working long hours. A motivated staff member will not deliberately make a mistake. They will be disappointed in themselves, and be determined to ensure it is not repeated. Employers yelling at the employee will only alienate them, whereas having tolerance, allows the person time to think about the mistake and then tactfully asking for solutions about how the mistake may be prevented in future. This will raise the employer’s image in the employee’s eye. 

Encouragement

Learn to encourage staff. One of the greatest forms of encouragement is praise. If a staff member does something well, the easiest way to ensure that it becomes a habit is to praise that action at the first possible occasion.

At times, staff may do a job additional to what is required. Never criticise this even if you did not want the job done. To the employee it seemed important. They also used their initiative, which if rendered useless by a few harsh words may never be seen again. Encourage your staff to use their initiative, there will be instances when it is required. 

Listen to your employee’s ideas, and at times action them. The more ideas that an employee has had accepted encourages them to generate more. Develop the philosophy, “there are never any problems, only solutions that yet to be found.” Farm staff with no or limited experience and not tainted by convention, often have the ability to think outside the square and find these solutions. Remember the next generation should be better than the last. Encourage staff and take advantage of this.

Responsibility

Employees need responsibility. Increase responsibility over the period of employment. Don’t simply conform to the old adage that nobody can do it as well as I can. Somebody gave you a chance, then give your staff a chance. You may be surprised at the outcome and also achieve reduced stress levels and more opportunity for time away from the farm.

In the MAF-Winton Focus Farm dairy employment survey employees stated that one of the aspects that most attracted them to dairying was the career path (Table 2). Research has shown in order to move up the ladder staff need the opportunity to handle increased responsibility. If employees don’t have the necessary skills to handle the increased responsibility take the time to train them yourselves, or subsidise their off-farm training. Most staff recognise the experience and skill their employers have and they are only to willing to learn.

Table 2: What attracted you to the dairy industry?

Although the direct financial returns from training employees may be hard to calculate, remember one day you may wish to retire. To secure a good price you will need buyers. By training staff you increase potential buyers, which could be the difference from retiring in Queenstown or Bluff. 

How to attract staff

As mentioned earlier, staff are primarily seeking a good working relationship and remuneration. The previous comments made on working relationships do not directly help to attract applicants. Having a good working relationship with your staff is important as it earns you a good reputation, and it is your reputation that helps to attract staff. This is shown in Table 3, which illustrates that large proportions of positions were acquired through word of mouth.

Your reputation is one of the most important things in life. Many of you know that as a potential employee’s reputation may precede them so too does an employer's. Dairy farming is a small world and employees discuss amongst themselves. Poor employers are soon blacklisted, rightly or wrongly. 

Employees have many opportunities to establish a potential employer’s credibility. Staff will know all local farmers in the area and friends of present and previous employers.

Discussion groups are also an excellent vehicle for selecting employers. How someone reacts to suggestions of another member of a discussion group plus how they air their own opinions are often a good indication of how they are on-farm. I have been at many a discussion group where the phrase, “I will never work for that joker has been heard.”

Table 3: How did you get your current farm position?
Great damage can be done to a farmer’s reputation if they advertise during the season for full-time farm staff, particularly if it is a frequent occurrence. Potential employees will notice this. Learning to retain staff is the best way to avoid this.

A lot of staff still find jobs through advertisements, yet the quality of advertisements varies. It must be remembered that you are competing with other farmers in a very scarce labour market.

An advertisement should be clear and striking, not tucked away in the corner of a paper. Although there has been a lot of information about placing advertisements, it is surprising how many adverts are of little benefit.

Key points to remember in an advertisement:

·   State the position clearly. Do not put herd manager when all you want is someone to fetch 

     cows and put cups on.

·   Describe the farm.

·   State your name, do not give just a phone number.

·   Don’t put couple required. This narrows the number of applicants. Single staff and a relief 

milker may achieve the same goal - think outside the square.

When advertising, do it early. The earlier you advertise the larger the pool of potential employees. Most staff also like the security of knowing several months ahead where they will be next season. 

Have your own CV. Employees are expected to produce a CV on applying for a job or at an interview. A reciprocal gesture on behalf of the employer can have a lot of benefit. List your work or farming history and especially your employment history. This may include, for example, number of employees, average period of employment and their reason for leaving. Also offer two or three referees that the employee may contact. 

To attract staff you must learn to market yourself. You are competing with other dairy farmers looking for staff and also employers outside the industry. What separates you may be the marketing campaign you undertake from enhancing your reputation, to the layout of your advert. Always remember, “a good employer has nothing to hide.”

Accommodation

How many farmers would willingly live with their employees? Probably very few. Why then do so many positions require staff members share accommodation. Spending 24 hours a day together is not something that even married couples do. Having two or more staff members living together only increases the chance of friction. 

I’m not suggesting that you will not find staff to fill these positions, what I am saying is to increase the pool of potential employee’s, separate self-contained accommodation should be offered. Accommodation that is also suitable for a family will also increase the pool of applicants.

A majority of employers stipulate that accommodation should be kept clean and tidy - a reasonable request. At certain times of the year, particularly spring this can be quite difficult. Consideration could be given to the provision of a housekeeper, it not only ensures the owner’s asset is maintained but relieves the workload on staff. 

Motorbikes

Again this must be taken in the context that you need to increase the pool of potential applicants. Given two identical jobs in all respects except that one requires the supply of a motorbike the job without will often win. The argument that owners often make for requiring staff to supply their own motorbike, is that farm staff take better care of their own motorbike than the owners. This may be so. But an employment relationship must be based on trust. Farm staff will be responsible for assets far in excess of the value of a motorbike, your tractor, cowshed, herd, and ultimately farm. Where an employer insists on the supply of a motorbike for these reasons, they are immediately displaying a lack of trust. If you do not trust your potential employee then don’t employ them. 

The other reason not to supply a motorbike to staff is based on reducing the capital requirements to a farmer. Good motivated farm staff will return much more than the interest cost on a farm bike. Don’t let capital costs reduce the pool of potential employees.

Location

One factor that is becoming increasingly overlooked by farm owners is location. As farms are spreading into more remote areas such as Mossburn, Culverden etc, the pool of staff is also shrinking. Farmers in these areas are competing in the same market as other farmers for staff. Remote locations cut down the potential extra-curricular activities of staff, increase the distance between friends and family and reduce the pool of people from the opposite sex.

This factor must be considered when purchasing or signing a sharemilking contract for a farm in a remote location. The only real way to overcome the situation is to increase the level of remuneration. Increasing the salary level will be important, however time-off should not be overlooked. In remote locations travel time to recreational destinations will be increased and this should be factored in.

Time-off
Laws govern the time-off received by staff. However additional time-off and how statutory time-off is structured can make a big difference to an employee.

Roster systems involving six days on - two days off etc can have an appeal to the management of a farm. However, very few people go out on the town on Tuesday nights, which needs to be considered. For employees who have friends who work in town, a roster system will not increase their social opportunities.

If it can be managed allowing staff members the opportunity to play Saturday sport is a huge advantage in increasing the pool of potential employees. Is having a relief milker or milking yourself one day a week for part of the season a high price to pay for a farm worker?

Conclusions 

Like it or not staff are in a position to select their employers for the foreseeable future. Because of the shortage of good staff you will be competing with your neighbours for staff. Those who compete well, benefit in the growth of their business and increased time-off. Work hard on your reputation as an employer, because above all else your reputation is the key to securing good farm staff. 
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Workshop summary

Speaker discussion

Key things staff look for:

· Good working relationship with their employer.

· Opportunities to learn new skills.

· Good remuneration.

· Planned time-off (probably on weekends).

· Location (ability to get to town).

· Job satisfaction ‑ recognition for doing a good job.

· Accommodation ‑ not sharing with other staff.

· Good track record of employer.

Finding staff
· Word of mouth, employment service, advertisement.

· Be honest with advertisements: describe the farm, state the position clearly, and put    

     your name in the advertisement. Do it early.

· Have your own CV to hand to employees. Promote your business to them.

Farmer discussion

· Have a reliable time-off so the employee can plan what they would like to do with   

                 the time. 

· Wages and time-off weren't as critical to keeping staff long term, but a good working 

                 relationship was. 

· Find staff by word of mouth, employment service, and advertisements.

· Often people don’t advertise their farm name ‑ employees won’t respond.

·     Accommodation ‑ If you wouldn’t live with your employees why should they have to

                 live together.

·     Employ a housekeeper if they live together, they may cook meals in the spring to 

                 make it easier for staff.

· Motorbike ownership‑ advantages for both staff and employer owning the bike.

            -Staff look after their own bike, can use it as they progress through the industry.    

             However they may not be able to afford it.


         -Employer: Providing a bike may widen the pool of workers, but it could get 
                         

                       wrecked. However if you can’t trust an employee with a bike, how can you   

                       trust them to look after $ 1 m of cows and machinery.

Thoughts

Experience is good but we want to attract staff with the right attitude. Employees are looking for a fair employer with a good track record who will listen to them and help them achieve their goals.
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