Staff: Successful Associates or Just Wankers?
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Introduction

We are all conversant with the politically correct language, and pay serious lip service to the concepts of staff as intangible assets, successful associates, etc. This of course becomes most obvious to us when they bugger off in the middle of calving!

Synopsis
I want to talk of our experience with people, define what it means to be successful, what motivates us humans and how to hold it together.

Personal experience   My wife Carleen and I will have a staff team of 25 for this coming dairy season, on five properties milking around 5000 cows. We aim to have a staff turnover of less than 10% per year and look to promote motivated people within our business.


Staffing success is the single most important goal because without them being motivated, focused and productive, our business would not succeed. To this end, we spend a lot of time and effort in attempting to understand all the dynamics involved. Here are some of the things we have learnt.

Successful associates?

The dictionary meaning of success in the dictionary is “to achieve something which you set out to do.”


The real secret of success is one single ingredient, passion. Passion to think outside the square, passion for excellence, passion to achieve, passion for success.


The meaning of the word associate in my terms is “someone with whom you work along side” and in this case, to achieve something you have set out to do.


People want something very simple out of life. Essentially most of us are satisfied by being a part of something that is successful. That is working together to achieve a common goal. Therefore, we aim to achieve the following:

Treat people with respect
Respect means recognising their worth as individuals, understanding each of them for what they are, knowing things that motivate them, their emotions, what their likes, dislikes and personality strengths and weaknesses and what drives then nuts. An associate is someone you work with, not rule over as some despotic boss, ogre or tyrant. To achieve this, we have team-leader structures that are not over defined or title orientated. People need to work together, and have an understanding of the chain of command and responsibility, to achieve the successful completion of the job in hand.

To that end, a clearly defined road map of where you are going with your business is needed. The goals and plan for each dairy season need to be defined and staff input is asked for, given and included around the smoko room table.

Warning note  The biggest challenge here is to maintain a safe balance between your professional and personal relationships with staff. We treat our staff as friends and we enjoy their company in the work place. However, in our personal social life we have little to do with our staff, not because we are snobby or more important, but because we seek to maintain a professional distance and avoid over familiarity.

Treating people with respect means accepting them for who they are warts and all and being consistent in your dealings with them. The best way to lose respect is do the opposite. All of this requires from you “The give a damn factor.” Do you give a damn? Or will staff promiscuity be your bane? In addition, we must walk the talk, do not falter in being fair and consistent.

People need to be well rewarded

This is not our primary aim, and neither is it of your staff? However, as my dad once said “money isn’t everything in life and won’t necessarily make you happy, but by golly it will go along way towards making you not sad.” There are three main points: 

· People need to be recognised financially for their commitment to your business. I 

personally feel that if they see our income rising then theirs should also (the   

converse is difficult but achievable - that is if your income drops so does theirs).

· In our industry it is not just money - but also time off and time pressure. Excluding down time for meals and coffee people should not work any longer than 9 hours a day and for no longer than six days at a time.
· Each person is different and each context is different. For example, our stockman at Mt Ella Station is paid hourly and works three days on and two days off. This suits the type of job.
We make no excuses about rewarding people well but they all understand that our expectations are relatively high. We expect from them honesty, initiative and a go hard to do the job well attitude.

“Buy in”
The single most important thing you will do to achieve the goal of successful motivated staff is to get them to “buy in” psychologically to what you are doing. It is all about them taking ownership of the job, treating it as if it were their own and taking pride in the results.

· Achieving this is great but the process is dangerous and risky because to get there you must give some freedom to do things how they think it should be done. We do have certain boundaries for our staff work, for example our seasonal calendar of operations and our basic plan for calving spread, how we handle mating, feed budgeting, feeding level of cows etc. However, within that our senior managers make their decisions and do the job. You are giving people systems and a road map to work to.

· Do not expect this to happen overnight. People are not perfect, they will make mistakes. We accept mistakes providing people are honest with themselves and us.

· There needs to be development of individuals

· Pay for them to gain professional qualifications

· Spend time in non-specific training, such as going for a farm walk, sharing your passion for the job.

· On the job training - teaming up experienced managers with those coming through the system.

It does have its dangers to begin with - but you grow through those. There is nothing more satisfying then seeing people take up the challenge of a job, taking ownership of it through to its successful completion, and then their promotion through our business.

 “Buy in” requires you to be very astute about making staff choices, requires humility when you occasionally get it wrong but it is very satisfying when it works.

Successful staff

People who are treated with respect, who are well rewarded and feel a part of something they have bought into in their hearts and minds, will follow you to the ends of the earth. They will swim trees and climb rivers, leap mountains in a single bound, crush rocks with their bare hands and stay energised, focused and hard in the spring time! 

You are able to develop a successful business by developing successful people.

Workshop summary

Avon and Carleen currently employ a staff of 25 people, on five properties milking around 5000 cows. The aim is to have a staffing turnover of less than 10% each year. 
Staffing success is the most important thing to achieve.

The secret of success has one single ingredient: Passion ‑ passion to think outside the square, passion for excellence, passion to achieve, passion for success. This is done by trying to achieve three goals with staff.

Respect

· Recognise their worth as individual

· An associate is someone you work with not rule over as an ogre or tyrant. 

· Team structures are not over defined or title orientated. 

· Have goals and a plan for each dairy season with input from the staff 

· Beware of the challenge to maintain a safe balance between your professional and personal relationship with staff.

Rewards

· People need to be recognised financially in your business. Money is not

           everything but it counts for a lot.

· Time off. You can not expect 12 days on and two days off! It is important

           that staff are fresh. Aim for 4 days on,  2 off, 5 days on 2 off. Remember when you  

           were young and the importance of weekends

· Each person is different. Be prepared to have different contracts for

          different staff

“Buy in”

· Single most important thing is for staff to “buy in” psychologically to what


you are doing.

· Be prepared to let staff have freedom to make mistakes.

· Do not expect changes to happen overnight.

· Develop individuals 

· pay for them to gain qualifications

· spend time non‑specific training. (e.g. farm walks) 

· on the job training.

Discussion points

· If you pay staff well and have a good reputation staff will come looking for


 you.

· The dairy industry is not seen as a “sexy” industry you have to make it

“attractive” for them.

· Have performance reviews with staff. After three months have a formal written

       review and every six months after that.

· With a high payout year should staff be rewarded with a bonus?

· Would staff be prepared to take a drop in a bad year?
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