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Most farmers seem to agree that teamwork and a team spirit are vital to the success of their venture. However, having team meetings seems to be the exception rather than the rule. Of course, there are good reasons for this: the difficulty of getting staff that work shifts together at the same place at the same time, the perceived lack of productivity when all staff “down tools” for an hour or more, and the impossibility or risk of leaving key tasks unattended to for the duration of the meeting. Also, I suspect that many farmers and farm managers feel a bit exposed and daunted at the idea of chairing a meeting. All these difficulties are very real and I can’t really help you there. Every team leader or manager will have to decide for themselves whether the advantages of having meetings outweigh the fancy footwork required to make it happen. However, I would urge you to also consider the risks and disadvantages of not having meetings when you take this decision. Here are some thoughts to help you make up your mind.

Firstly, I have to explain the way in which I will be using two key words, i.e. task and process.

The word task is used to describe actions and performance that can be readily observed, measured or identified. Milking, planning, reading this are all tasks. Farming itself is a complex network of tasks to be planned, performed and evaluated. When two or more people have a meeting, on the task level there is verbal communication, a (seemingly) common agenda, work gets done, decisions are taken, and information is shared. At the end of it all, it is usually possible to write minutes or record what has happened. 

The word process is used as a short-hand term for interactional and intrapsychic processes—that is, the things that happen “under the surface” inside and between people. Staff feel things: boredom, scepticism, anger, amusement, uncertainty, lust, hunger, disgust and so on. They are thinking things about what is happening around them. They need and wish things. They also communicate with each other using body language, eye contact, and non-verbal signs. And—this is important—a great deal of energy goes into this second level of communication with themselves and others. It can be so distracting as to be downright dangerous. I don’t have to explain to you the destruction potential of daydreaming! These processes happen all the time and they most often happen at the same time, i.e. in parallel to what is happening on a task level. This is simple human nature. However, they do not usually contribute to effective tasking; they absorb energy and concentration away from the task. This is really the inverse of motivation and focus. A motivated, focused person uses a large percentage of his energy towards the task at hand, and defers inner processes until the job is done. A person who daydreams, is bored or caught up in emotions, has correspondingly less energy available to do his work. 


So, what does this have to do with team meetings? Simply this: you cannot wish or order away the process level of human functioning. It is there and trying to ignore it tends to make it more powerful because it has to do with human needs, and needs that are ignored tend to become ever more demanding. However, both the task and process levels can be managed. Or, in different words, the energy contained in both levels can be channelled and directed towards productivity and the better functioning of the farm system. Team meetings represent an ideal opportunity to do this.

In practice the two levels of functioning happen at the same time and are impossible to separate. However, the basic structure of a meeting in a work context is carried by the common task.

Planning a meeting involves thinking about both the task agenda and the process agenda. It is necessary for the person leading the meeting to prepare for all aspects of feedback, planning and decision-making. It is also necessary to consider the personal functioning of each person taking part in the meeting. 

The issue at stake here is really that to be a team, staff

· need to be aware of expectations and personal and common performance goals

· need to feel safe enough to measure themselves against clearly understood expectations

· need to be able to ask for help when necessary without fear of reprisal or rejection or ridicule

· need to have trust in each other

· need to have a satisfactory level of self-esteem and other-esteem 

· need to practice straight, honest communication

· need to deal with conflict and issues by playing the ball, not the man (or the woman!)

· need the opportunity to celebrate when goals are achieved

· need the opportunity to be sad and disappointed when goals are not achieved

· need the opportunity to re-plan and improve skills, plans and procedures when necessary

The physical setting of the meeting sets the tone for what follows. Do try to find a space where everybody feels comfortable. Some teams enjoy the comfort and warmth of a lounge or office, others feel more comfortable on the back of a truck or under a tree. This is a decision that should be taken by the team as a whole. A meeting should be a special time and place away from the usual job, a way to achieve some distance and objectivity.

Team meetings are a good opportunity to feed the team and treat them to something nice. It should be a relaxed event but it should also be clear that every staff member is expected to be there, physically as well as mentally and emotionally, and to contribute to discussions. Every contribution should be acknowledged and taken seriously. Such involvement can be achieved by the following procedure:

Every staff member is given an opportunity to give feedback on what they have done, achieved and had difficulties with since the previous meeting. Passing one’s turn, or remarks such as “Nothing much happened” or “It was OK” are not acceptable. The team leader and members can help youngsters to articulate experiences by asking open-ended questions. Mistakes and failures should be redefined as learning opportunities for all and exploited as training material. This opportunity to be in the spotlight and have to give a mini-presentation teaches youngsters poise, confidence and presentation skills. It forces them to think about what they have been doing and how others will receive this information. It gives team members a chance to be supportive, to clear up misunderstandings, and to get to know each other better. It gives the team leader an opportunity to grow the staff members’ confidence, make them aware of their importance to the team. It is also an opportunity to acknowledge and celebrate relevant personal news, such as a birthday, the birth of a baby, an exam passed. It can be an occasion to acknowledge grief and disappointment without making an inappropriate fuss. This is each staff member’s moment in the sun, as the focus and valued centre of the entire farming system. The last person to be focused on is the most senior person present, and they have to tolerate the same discomfort and exposure of being the focus of attention. This person needs to model awareness, self confidence, and to accept the opportunity to focus on themselves as a person and a staff member. How they deal with this will serve as a behavioural model for the staff.

The second part of the meeting is usually given to create feedback on goals achieved or not achieved since the previous meeting. By now everybody should be free of distracting emotional burdens and able to focus and think. Use of charts, numbers, explanations, etc. are now appropriate. However, every staff member should be involved and feel free to ask questions, give opinions or disagree in a proper manner. Senior staff should model cooperative behaviour and good communication.

The third part of the meeting is usually given to planning. Short-term plans and arrangements are made, work scheduled, and questions answered. Priorities are set and tasks are delegated.  A good team leader will make sure that younger staff understand the relevance of short-term tasks to medium-and longer-term goals. The date and time for a next meeting is negotiated and tasks around making this happen (e.g. minutes, agenda, refreshments, special information required for specific topics) are delegated clearly.

All this activity is task-centred but simply marching the staff through the agenda or, worse still, subjecting them to a managerial monologue misses the point entirely. A good leader can insert large chunks of process growth and positive nurturing by:

· Being sensitive to issues and needs in individual staff members that could be expected to distract attention away from the task at hand. Often, acknowledging an important event and giving the team an opportunity to say something appropriate is all it takes to neutralise the need and go on to the next  stage.

· There is always a strong temptation for the team leader to talk too much. Silence is uncomfortable, and it is much easier to simply fill the void with your own voice, give the necessary orders and end the agony. Staff  will seldom challenge this and simply keep quiet unless it is made clear to them that contributing to discussions, and doing their share of thinking, planning and taking responsibility for the functioning of the team, is not optional but part of the job description.

· Managers may believe that concentrating on task issues enables them to stay in control. However, the personal growth and ongoing job satisfaction is only possible when each staff member is explicitly valued and allowed to be themselves, and encouraged to be the best they can be.

None of these things can be achieved without trust, communication and esteem of self and other. A good leader and manager can make them happen through skilful use of ordinary human sensitivity, supportiveness and awareness of co-workers as human beings.

Workshop summary

· If staff are not getting on with each other how do you manage this? Need to talk to person who is causing problem, are they aware of the problem they are causing? Is there any reason for their behaviour. 

· Teach staff how to deal with conflict and define what is making them feel angry.

· Two days before the meeting each individual is given a topic that they have to present, this gives each member input into the meeting.  

· Need to lay down the ground rules that are unacceptable in meetings, swearing, interrupting and putting down. Keep reinforcing the rules and the team will improve.

· When summing up farm situation in meeting start with the junior member, so that they feel important and can contribute.

· Put yourself and staff through a communication course.  

· Remember that the owner is a role model and can change the group through their actions.

· Hold meeting in a suitable setting on neutral ground, provide food and drinks, have the meeting at a predetermined time and a set place to promote professionalism.

· Chair must be capable of running meeting, needs to be a senior member of the team.

· Set a roster of minute takers so that all staff are involved in meeting with the minutes given to all staff members

· People struggle to maintain concentration for more than 40 minutes. Provide breaks if going over this time. Don’t rush meetings, let issues come out. Use to grow staff

· Take all staff contributions seriously and support their input.

· Be a coach and mentor to staff without being a mate. Don’t share accommodation with staff.  Don’t expect staff to look after your emotional well being. 

Conclusion

Focus meetings on people and goals rather than tasks.
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