Can You be a Dairy Farmer and Have a Life?

Earl and Junelle Robinson

Rangiora

Balancing your priorities with your goals

Introduction


This paper is a personal perspective that we hope will be of value for people as they consider some of the ideas we present.


The dairy industry, particularly at this time, is full of opportunities for motivated ambitious people who are able to create, identify and act on the possibilities that are out there.


What concerns us is the number of casualties that seem to happen on the way including marriage break-ups, financial catastrophes, the “burned out” syndrome, stress or more particularly the inability to deal with stress, and so on. We think that it is a real pity that in an industry that is on the whole highly positive, there are issues like this affecting people involved in it.


On a lighter note, we feel it is ironic that we are presenting this paper just after moving from a 350 cow sharemilking position, to our current 1200 cow position. We hope that we will be able to continue in the future to apply the values that we talk about in this paper.

“Having a life!”


Everybody has one. How good or miserable yours may be is a question that you will have to answer for yourselves. After that ask your partner, hopefully you’ll not be too surprised at their answer.


We believe there are four core aspects to everyone’s life and they are; the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual. They are not necessarily in any order. We are going to try and deal with the first three aspects i.e. the physical, mental and the emotional, in this presentation.

We believe the spiritual aspect of life is an area that people should address, but we will leave that for you to attend too. If we neglect any one of these areas, it has flow-on consequences for the balance of our life and on others around us.


The risks of not looking after our physical needs, our mental health and our emotional life are predictable and probably avoidable. We conclude that a good, or worthwhile life is largely about balance of these three aspects. Because everyone is different, we can not say how that balance should be in someone else’s life, but we do have to be aware both for ourselves, and for our families what is best.

Priorities versus goals


The difference between what we call a goal and what is a priority may not at first glance seem obvious. We have goals that involve our ambitions in the dairy industry and have personal goals in sport, education and in financial matters. However our priorities, revolve around our marriage, our family and our friends and the development of our own and their core “physical, mental, emotional and spiritual” areas.

We have at times been forced to confront what is really important and what is not. People often find themselves thinking about this at times of crisis such as family deaths, sick children and marriage break-ups etc. Suddenly the dairy farm may not be quite as important as had been imagined.


It is often possible to get by for long periods without being confronted by a major crisis and when it happens the shock can be frightening. As with most things in life, it would be a lot easier to deal with it if we had plans in place to deal with it. However, human nature seems to give us an “ostrich” ability.


A little thought given to prioritising what things that are most important, may be some of the most valuable time that can be spent. The results should help us in our relationships and in where we allocate our time. Having practical goals and ambitions can either enhance or detract from what should be our priorities.

Getting a perspective


Sometimes part of the problem is that we don’t realise just how big a hole we have dug for ourselves. We can be so busy doing what we do, that we don’t realise what we have done. Have you ever heard about the fellow who didn’t know that his wife was unhappy until she left him?


As dairy farmers we are almost masochistic in our pride about how little time that we take off, how hard we work and how tough we had it while they were coming through the system. Unfortunately when you hear these sort of comments, it is often in the context of how staff  “don’t quite” measure up these days!

Not everybody is like us. We find it important to remove ourselves physically from our farm operation every so often in order to help get a better perspective about what we do and where we are going.


Other practical suggestions about getting a better look at the big picture, include developing interests outside the farming environment and  rubbing shoulders and conversing with non-farming people. This sort of conscious effort repays itself in your farming operation as your attitude benefits.

Be proactive

Avoid the “ambulance at the bottom of the cliff” situation. We are good at planning when it comes to establishing goals, but sometimes we forget to think about how they affect our “priorities.”

When establishing goals define time frames and try to avoid the syndrome of “work expanding to fill all available time.” 


Develop communication skills. Listening is something not many of us are very good at. Work on understanding before seeking to be understood. Empathy is a word not often used, but it requires listening first and understanding next and the result should be increased trust and understanding.


A sense of common purpose with your partner and family is brilliant if it can be achieved. Once people understand the reasons why things are the way they are, then more support is given for doing them. Be committed to your family and make sure that they know it.

Setting priorities


Develop your ability to prioritise. It’s a skill like most other things. We have to work on understanding what is really important and what needs to be attended to first. Getting the “big picture” or a better perspective is invaluable in this.

Performance


When we do something we should do it well. It’s not worth having to return and do it again. We try not to compromise our performance by doing everything ourselves. Our view is, it is better to be 100% effective for 80% of the time than 60% effective for 100% of the time.

How many times have you said or heard said it that “nobody can do it properly, so I may as well do it myself?” We certainly have had that feeling about what we do, but if we continue with that attitude the end result is that we have to do everything ourselves. That seriously limits our potential and requires probably more input to achieve less in total. Even if we are as good as we think that we are, we are less effective overall if we can’t increase our efforts by employing staff. We acknowledge that employing staff is a matter of personal choice, and we are merely stating our personal opinion. Staff, however, do provide the opportunity for us to get off farm and gain that wider perspective.

There is a difference between striving for perfection and striving for optimum effectiveness. Performance is invaluable for creating job satisfaction and personal sustainability.

Win-win ethic


Developing a win-win attitude requires some thought, but the benefits long-term are immense. The best deal is the best deal for all parties. In any negotiation, whether personal or business, the best result is a win for both parties. This isn’t about compromise, it’s about people seeing the other side and working out issues in a way that benefits both.

We have difficulty in believing that someone who is constantly focused on achieving the best deal at the expense of all other parties, is going to have long-term personal satisfaction about how they live. This way of thinking can’t help but influence negatively our self-image and our personal relationships.


Contribute to other people’s job satisfaction, if you do, it will always contribute to yours.

Summary


We hear an awful lot about the catchword “sustainability.” It isn’t often considered in the “Personal Sustainability” context. What we have outlined, we believe should greatly increase sustainability in both our chosen industry and in our personal lives. One of our personal goals is to organise our business is such a way that, if we leave the dairy industry, it will be on our terms and not because we are so strung out that we don’t have that effective choice.

Everybody has a life. Life for most people encompasses work, rest, recreation and family. How we split it up is largely up to each individual. We can’t make those decisions for anyone apart from ourselves. The quality or value of our lives are reflected in the people around us. If we are enjoying ourselves at their expense they will eventually get the message. One of the fastest ways to halve financial and probably personal equity, is when your partner wants you to get the message, and leaves.

We should try and develop a longer-term view of where we heading and what we are trying to achieve. We should try to strengthen and build relationships with our partners and work on things of common purpose.

A well-run business in the dairy industry can provide an excellent lifestyle, great returns, profits and personal job satisfaction. It is up to us to think about how we can achieve these things and what we do with them when we have them.

Choice is an amazing thing. We have remarkable amounts of choice in this industry. We often talk to dairying people who feel threatened by change and the choices they face. We find this surprising, because it was one of the aspects that attracted us to the industry in the first place. Having no choice is far more frightening to us. We should be ecstatic that we can have the opportunity to exercise choice in the in the way we run our farms and businesses and our lives. 
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Workshop summary

Social


· Dairying didn’t look appealing, because of the “lifestyle.” But we made it happen and we have a life. 

· Check on your enthusiasm leading you to talk about dairying all the time.

· Think of ways to socialise ‑ Ring neighbours, “let’s share the fish and chips”

· Say “yes” when friend invites you, then work out how you will get there.

· Talk other topics with friends, not just dairying.

· Create yourself some space, create timeframes,... mark the calendar.

Family

· What are your priorities, the essence of living this life, think about yours and what are you doing about them.

· 70% of sharemilkers don’t get to buy a farm. If so, make sure you enjoy an the journey, even if you don’t get to the destination

· Take care of yourself, it is your responsibility. Your family needs you healthy and sane.

· Think of what will be said at your funeral... “He worked really hard and but had no time for anyone” ..or. “he was a great Dad and Grandpa, gave us many fantastic memories”

· Do not develop a lifelong habit of doing the hard yards. Have a common focus on life.

Groove/Rut/Grave = What’s the difference? Increasing depth.

You get what you deserve. Don’t take what comes, go and get it

Holidays do not need to be expensive

· Swap houses with other farmers on the coast.

· Go tramping

Have a break‑ it gives health/perspective/sustainable life.

· Take afternoon naps.... You will live longer. 

· Have a hot bath, read a book 

· Go fishing/hunting with friends.

Priorities

“It took me 15 years to figure out, it was important to go out on our anniversary.”

“If you focus on growing equity but end up with a divorce it'll take 50% of the equity away.”

“Do not give explanations why you are taking time off/out; it is your right, your health and

 finally your life” (Including your Bank Manager, when it comes to higher drawings).

“Those people who achieve their goals but loose their priorities along the way, their life gets

 pretty empty. Kiss your wife.”

Lifestyle comment and quotes

“How 
many kids follow Mum and Dad and become dairy farmers, doesn't that tell you

something about lifestyle?”

“The cows are out, come on, I drove my motorbike in my pyjamas. Didn’t take time to dress.”

“Drag kids from the beach at two o'clock?”

“I saw a teacher I knew biking with their kids on a Saturday. 1 thought I’ve got to do that, but

I can’t, I’m always too tired or busy.”

“Recognise that some of the partners that come from a city background, it is hard for them             smelly overalls and muddy gumboots, and no time for anything.”

            “Think about: one hour’s driving ‑ one night away; 5 hour’s driving - 5 nights away.”

            Give your staff choice, three days next month, you choose when it suits you best, it is a win-win.

Can You be a Dairy Farmer and Have a Life?

Peter Gaul

Farmright Ltd

The short answer is sometimes yes and sometimes no, and the control is with you.

This paper looks at the overall environment in which the typical dairy farmer works and then reviews how systems can be managed to sustain the people involved.

Is dairy farming different from other businesses?

Dairy farming, like most businesses can be divided into several components:

· Operations - the actual “doing” or hands on

· Management - planning and juggling the available resources to meet planned outcomes

Being a biological system, there are times when things work well, times when everything works better than expected, and times when nothing seems to be working at all. Added to this are the variations that come from staffing - not only are the individuals different from each other at any one point in time, but they also change over time, meaning that the “chemistry” of running the farm is changing, sometimes very quickly.

This has implications for how the farm can be managed, which again has implications for the involvement of the manager of the operation. The buck still stops there.

In answer to that question. Is the dairyfarming business a unique system? No it is not.  It has its own set of characteristics and challenges, but also has a lot in common with other farming businesses, as well as a number of other self-employed businesses.

Who is the “manager” and what do they do?

For the purposes of this paper, the “manager” means the person/s responsible for the operation of the farm business - certainly the production and farm management and more than likely the staffing and delegations. It may involve also some or all aspects of the reporting and analysis for the business. On typical New Zealand farms, this role is usually delivered by a couple, with responsibilities shared between the two individuals.

What is the manager really trying to do?

Most farms operate to achieve certain objectives. These objectives can be wrapped up in a Business Plan for the farm and the farm business. An increasing number of dairy farm businesses are formalising these business plans, using a more structured approach to ensure the resources of the farm are used to deliver three main outcomes:

1. The farm and its assets are looked after, used well, and hold or improve their value

2. An income stream that delivers a return on the capital employed

3. A sustainable operating system

The remainder of this paper focuses on the third point - a sustainable operating system.

Sustainable is a catch-word with as many meanings as there are people who use the term. The traditional view of sustainable, meaning the environment, is now being enlarged to include financial sustainability as well as personal or social sustainability. In other words can the existing setup carry on without adverse consequences?

The farm and farm business needs a balanced approach on all fronts to meet short, medium and long term objectives.

What is needed for personal or social “sustainability”?

The human resources of a farm are the most common difference between a farm business working well or the same farm business not performing. The immediate thought here is that this relates to staffing and employment issues. While this certainly can be an issue, the major component is the performance and satisfaction of the people responsible for the business  - i.e. the managers.

Modern business and management literature strongly emphasizes this point, and dairy farming can learn from this - personal satisfaction and enjoyment are the foundation for a successful business. Job satisfaction is still almost everything.

Sustainability Ingredient 1  - a strong and stable home environment

In an ideal world, the managers of the business should themselves have a strong relationship with each other, and the people in their personal sphere, that flows on to balance and consistency in the way they manage. Attaining or maintaining a balanced sustainable relationship requires planning, resources and effort - it does not just happen.

I make no apology for emphasizing that the home environment is the most important environment. I recall a pearl of wisdom from Pita Alexander (farm accountant) in a recent presentation - “If you have a bad day at work, the people at home wear it that evening, but if you have a bad evening at home, you may as well cancel the following day’s work for the effect it will have.”

It is outside the scope of this paper to prescribe how a strong and stable home environment is reached / maintained, other than to say that the effort is usually worth it.

Sustainability Ingredient 2  -  a planned approach to a balanced lifestyle

Defining lifestyle is difficult at times, and it does change with time. But knowing what is important to keep every individual working on the farm motivated and sustained should be the business of every manager. This can be done without interfering or crossing personal boundaries – treating people with respect and as individuals is the first step, followed by managing resources to meet some of those needs where possible.

Lifestyle usually means different things to different people, and may include some/all of the following:

· Satisfaction

· A degree of control over one’s own use of time 

· Choices

· Time off, and choice over when some of that is taken

· Family or personal time 

· Leisure activities

· Balancing the demands of work with personal/family demands

· Sufficient disposable cash to engage in some of the above.


Lifestyle needs and wants can be quite different at any point in time for different people, and also change over time for the same person. There are three dominant components to lifestyle:


· Time

· Money

· Control over how to use time and money to best effect.



For most people, lifestyle is a function of time, money and choices.




The result of lifestyle is the degree of satisfaction obtained from using the above resources, it is usually, but not always, positive. The satisfaction that lifestyle brings is usually the result of conscious choices made by each individual. In other words, you are responsible for your lifestyle and its subsequent satisfaction.

Sustainability ingredient 3  -  accept dairy farming for what it is!

Dairy farming offers highs and lows - there are many enjoyable times, but also times when it is difficult work in tough conditions. At times like that there is no other way to describe it, so accept that as part of the choice you have made to be in dairying. There are also times in dairy farming when the pressures and stresses and the need for “hands-on” are unavoidable - at these times the hours are long and the demands on body and mind are high. There is sometimes little choice or little escape from the responsibilities and the associated actions. This is true for all people operating the farm, from staff through to the manager. Surviving until the next day(s) off is important at times, but should not be the normal mode for anyone working on the farm.

In other words, at certain times there is very little chance for lifestyle. However, note that this does not mean there is no time for rest and relaxation. This is an essential ingredient for the completion of duties in a safe and careful manner. To ignore the physical and mental demands for any individual for too long is irresponsible, and generally leads to a drop in productivity or performance.

Every person needs time out for lifestyle, ignoring this basic physiological fact reduces productivity and performance, and may compromise health and safety standards.

Sustainability ingredient 4  -  knowing one’s limitations

This is another term for delegation. It is all very well knowing what you are good at and not so good at, it is another thing to do something with that and turn it to your advantage. Components of operations and management can be identified and defined, this in turn means that someone else can complete the task or manage the situation, rather than just the person who designed them. A major trap for most managers is thinking they have to do everything, or they have to be the one that always fills in the gaps.  

You, or anyone else for that matter, are not indispensable, if you feel you are, your business is at risk

Sustainability ingredient 5  -  agreeing to achieve lifestyle

Lifestyle usually doesn’t just happen- it is achieved. This means goals and targets for lifestyle that are just as important as the other ingredients of business success - just as important as production or profit or good management. 

Lifestyle is not an end point - it is a process.

Agreeing to forward-plan so that breaks and resources improve lifestyle requires a deliberate decision. It need not mean quantum leaps, but it does require thought and planning so that an achievable set of goals relating to improved lifestyle can be met. 

Summary

There are many reasons given for dairy farmers not being in control of their lifestyle. A number of these were discussed in the SIDE workshop on this topic and are included in the attached workshop summary. There are also a large number of farmers discovering that it is okay to be a dairy farmer and have a life. For some, improved production or profit accelerates that move, how much better/quicker it might have been for many of them to achieve their overall objectives, if they had invested planning, resources and effort to improving/maintaining their lifestyle. The choice is yours. 

Final Point. You are responsible for your lifestyle and the subsequent satisfaction it brings.

Workshop discussion 

Consider whether some/all of the following are excuses or reasons for you.

· I can’t find a relief milker.

· I’m needed on the farm.

· Only one of use can go away at a time - the other is needed on farm.

· All hands are needed on deck over the critical periods e.g. six weeks of calving.

· We can’t afford to take that break.

· A winter holiday suits our farming system better than a summer holiday.

· Our business is at a sage where we need to concertante our efforts into it - we’ll take the break later.

· A weekend away is all we can manage.

· I can’t have time off and be on the farm at the same time.

· The people I delegate to can’t do the job properly.

· I’m reluctant to approach my employer about a break.

· I can’t find a suitable time in the calendar.

· There’s no such thing as a cheap holiday.

Observations of dairy farming situations

· People starting out in farming jeopardising their relationship with workaholic tendencies.

· The same people still doing the same thing 20 years later.

· Some farmers (men) “bragging” about how many years since they had a break or how little time off they need..

· How little cash some people live on.

· Changing attitude to high drawings being “bad.”

· Many people in dairy farming are permanently tired.

· Ill-defined social routines - all days treated the same.

· More time going into production planning then people planning.
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