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Introduction

Dairy farming is not everyone’s cup of tea. Those of us involved in the industry are enthusiasts, but we are often called to its defence, especially at community or family functions, when the “dark side” of dairying is debated. We explain carefully to that person that yes, there are people who enjoy dairying, who enjoy milking cows, and even some who enjoy the hours. But at the end of the conversation, who have we convinced? Do we really believe it ourselves, when the lifestyle we lead suggests that we are slaves to the system! Is there any way to unlock a better life from the mission we know as dairy farming?
(For the purposes of this paper, dairy farmer means anyone making a living from dairy farming, and in particular those who are involved in the daily operations and management of the farm, from part time and junior staff right through to owner operator. It excludes absentee owners or off-farm investors.
Why do people go dairy farming?

People are attracted to dairy farming for a whole range of reasons—some sentimental, some quite calculating and objective. A survey of school leavers and university students shows the following. 

Table 1: Top reasons for choosing a career.

	Good pay
	31%

	Career advancement
	16%

	Stable employment
	13%

	Good time off
	12%

	Asset building opportunities
	8%

	Travel opportunities
	6%

	Time with potential family
	6%

	Working in a team
	4%

	Accommodation
	3%

	Working by myself
	1%


Source: Martin 2002

This survey considered careers generically, not necessarily dairying. If we consider dairying specifically, there are some obvious links as a career choice. For some it is the opportunity to work outdoors, or with animals; for some it can be an opportunity to work by-and-large on their own, while for others it is the chance to work in a team that attracts them. For some it is a merely a pathway to another farming operation, often beef cattle or grazing, while for others it is their chosen job, one in which they are happy to stay for ever and a day. For some dairying offers an almost unparalleled opportunity to accumulate capital through livestock and sharemilking, while others choose to enjoy the reliability of a salaried position. Dairying offers the full range of responsibilities, from almost none, through to being fully responsible for a complex business.

There are also a number of social factors to consider, in particular the opportunity that farming provides for more family contact, and working from home. Balancing this are the negative social connotations regarding work hours and effect on social life.

Other attractions of dairying are the stimulation of the technical and management responsibilities, as well as the business opportunities presented.

Is dairy farming a rewarding job?

Dairy farmers are no different to other members of society in that there are three things that most people on the planet spend their life pursuing – income, wealth, and satisfaction. 

Income

This means the funds to continue life in the style to which one has become accustomed – this is not necessarily to say an affluent or even extravagant lifestyle, which is what we pursue, but for most people is a measured and moderate existence. 

For most of us, income is the result of trading our energy, talents and effort. For wage or salaried staff, this is usually hours-for-dollars. For self-employed people it is their reward for trading a service, or for owning a trading entity. 

Income is often regarded as the means to the end, but that is seldom the case – there is usually not enough income to satisfy the current and future needs of the spender. Income is only loosely associated with building up assets and/or income streams for the future. In a typical situation, income is equal to the demands for it. In an ideal situation, income is greater than the demands for it, and some saving can be possible.

Does dairying offer strong incomes for its people? Generally the answer is “Yes”. In recent years the shortage of staff has seen remuneration and other conditions of employment improve markedly. This has generally been across the sector, from new entrant to experienced employee, to herd manager and farm manager. The slowdown of growth in the dairy industry is now resulting in a more discerning labour market, especially for positions carrying more responsibility. The skills of some so-called “managers” of herds and farms has been found wanting, and more emphasis is now being placed on skills and experience, as well as attitude, than has been the case for the past few years.

Across dairying, good wages/salaries and conditions are often quoted reasons for entering the industry, and poor wages/salaries is not a common reason for people exiting the industry. Among owners of the dairying businesses (farm owners and sharemilkers) the income from dairying varies enormously depending on the efficiencies of their business. The current payout situation will challenge many disposable incomes, and for some farmers will pose a real income challenge – more often than not a result of operational and management efficiencies.

Wealth

This generally means the net assets we own, otherwise knows as our equity or our net worth. Robert Kiyosaki, the author of the popular “Rich Dad – Poor Dad” series of books, reminds us that many “assets” are not really assets at all – these are those assets that continue to cost us money, and in many cases show poor or negative returns in the long run. All cars, plant and machinery and most houses fall into this definition. There are also genuine assets – those ones that grow in real value, or provide a competitive return on their financial value.

New Zealanders have a poor history of performance in saving. A recent Treasury survey showed that  96% of the retired people who have come from an employed background require some form of external financial assistance for their retirement, and 93% of the self-employed also require it. This tells us that we are not good savers. The major trading banks also indicate that their strongest product is credit cards, with the majority of people operating at, or close to, their credit limit. The normal means of reducing the credit card balance is an occasional transfer of that debt to an existing term loan.

So, are dairy farmers any different from other Kiwis in their ability to save? Human nature suggests not. Some farmers started their path by saving sufficient cash/credit for the initial purchase of stock, but beyond that point largely disregarded cash savings as an effective savings tool. The preferred option was for them to put their money into livestock, which have traditionally yielded stronger returns than any standard investment with a financier. Similarly, farm owners have derived considerable wealth from the appreciating value of their property asset, which in some/many cases has appreciated despite the average or even poor performance of the farm. Can we conclude that dairying has been a source of considerable growth in wealth for most land and livestock owners, but in the main that wealth has come from increases in asset value rather than operating profit? Check the trends in your Balance Sheet against your Profit/Loss account for the last 10 years, and you decide. 

Satisfaction

Satisfaction is a very general term, in that it is as subjective as the individual considering it.  What is most satisfying to one is entirely unsatisfactory to another! This does not mean we cannot gauge degrees of satisfaction, nor generalise about what is “commonly acceptable”, but it does mean we have to take care with trends and patterns. The enjoyment or satisfaction we gain from an activity can totally justify what we do, or equally it can offset its cost to us, to a point! We eventually vote with our feet, unless we are locked in.

Do we assume that because someone stays doing something, then they are satisfied with their lot? It is suggested that 80% of people do not enjoy their job/occupation, yet persist for a considerable time in that job. Our society is now geared for people to not only change jobs within a career, but also to expect to change careers several times during their working life. This is evident in the dairy industry where we see many examples of people coming into the industry from a diverse background of careers.

Another element of satisfaction often mentioned is the opportunity to see more of  one’s family via the flexible daily timetable that dairy farming may offer. My observation is that this has more to do with the parent’s discipline with their own time and choices, than it has to do with farming providing the opportunities. 

A final element of satisfaction is the challenge and reward that comes with running the various technical and production aspects, as well as the overall dairy farming business. This can be a powerful motivator.

Can dairy farming offer an acceptable lifestyle?

Defining lifestyle is difficult at times, and it does change with time. Lifestyle means different things to different people, and for most people involved in dairying may include some/all of the following:

· Balancing the demands of work with personal/family demands

· Sufficient disposable cash to engage in chosen activities

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

· The ability and means to make choices

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

· Family or personal time

· Leisure activities

Lifestyle has three elements: 

1.
Time

2. 
Money

3.
Choice and control over how to use time and money to best effect.

The degree of satisfaction obtained from using time, money and choices is usually, but not always, positive! The satisfaction that lifestyle brings is usually the result of conscious choices made by each individual. Each of us is responsible for our lifestyle and its subsequent satisfaction! Ask twenty dairy farmers if they are satisfied that dairying delivers an appropriate lifestyle for them and be prepared for twenty different answers.

The stresses of rural living and dairying

Is dairying becoming more stressful, and how does it compare to other occupations and businesses? Some of the stresses specific to people working in the dairying sector could include:

· living rurally—neighbours, community, travel, isolation, entertainment

· being new to an area

· working in a team, and pressured to perform

· extended work hours, early starts and late finishes at times

· fitting family around farming or vice versa—a balanced lifestyle

· pressure to perform and achieve

· financial pressure

· peer pressure

Stress surfaces differently for different people, and coping with stress also varies. Understanding personality is a really useful tool to help understand how to manage our own stress, as well as those around us. Remember that stress is not what happens to us  -  it is our response to what happens to us. We have choice!

Basic guidelines for coping with the stresses of life!

· Have clear and realistic goals

· Look after your body

· Learn to relax your body and mind

· Sleep well

· Maintain a support system

· Act assertively in your dealings with others

· Keep stimulation and variety in your life

· Manage time to achieve your goals

· Manage your financial and material resources

· Manage the changes in your life

· Know how to solve problems

· Ask for help when you need it

 Froggatt, 1997

If your business/job isn’t profitable, it’s not much fun! 

Income is not the same as profit!  Even for someone on salary/wages, there is a difference between what is earned, and the resultant “profit”. Living outside one’s means is the fastest way to an ulcer. The reverse of fun is misery, and degrees of misery are common amongst dairy farmers at various times, no different to the rest of the population. The two most common causes of insomnia, explaining 96% of people’ reason for broken sleep, are concerns over health or finances. We need to identify the factors we can influence or gain control over, and put plans into place that recapture that ground.

Financial results are more within our control than outside our control. The state of our business, or the state of our finances, can be changed providing we are informed and committed. We have access to various resources, particularly people, who can help chart the course of our business. This is as true for junior staff as it is true for the owner of a complex dairy farming business. Planning is the cornerstone of achievement.

How to have a life and a successful business

Seek and maintain a balanced lifestyle

We have physical, mental and emotional needs. Our minds and our bodies learn to adapt to what we make them do, but almost inevitably there is a price to pay.  Do you have some physical and mental indicators that trigger once the balance is missing? Learn to recognise these and respond accordingly. All work and no fun, or all fun and no work both mean you may be getting nowhere! It’s all about getting the balance right.

Consider life as a wide picture

Humans are complex.  In trying to achieve that balance of life, we need to recognise that we are influenced by a wide range of factors – including work, community, leisure, family and friends, financial, emotional, spiritual, stage of life. Often a traumatic event close to us brings us into “reality” and helps us decide what we are really striving for! 

Reward yourself

Very few people can actually motivate themselves to do something!  The majority of us need a small action to start us off, this then helps motivate us. Rewarding oneself can be a personal trigger to achieving bigger and better things. It needs practice.

Learn to recognise what you are good at, and what you enjoy

Many people do not enjoy their work. They may enjoy some aspects of it, and that provides one key to a motivated, successful business. If you can match what you enjoy with what you are good at, your “work” is not really work at all – it is just what you enjoy doing.

Become a planner

It is no coincidence that successful people make plans. The formality of those plans is not the issue, they merely plan to succeed. Planning by itself will not deliver, it then needs the work and the reviews etc. Planning is a learnt skill. It also need not be done completely by you, there is plenty of assistance.

Address personal and character issues, including relationships

If you really want to find out what someone is like, ask their partner or their children or their closest friend. In pursuing a career or a successful dairying business, it is all too easy to sacrifice relationships or family/friends in the process. Is it really worth it? What are your shortcomings? Do you understand your strengths and weaknesses, and how are you managing these?

In an ideal world, we should have a strong relationship with our partner, and those close to us. This then flows on to balance and consistency in the way we operate our business and our life. Attaining or maintaining a balanced sustainable relationship requires planning, resources and effort – it does not just happen. If you are having trouble in this area, look for help in getting it sorted.

Consider your support group

Successful people usually have a support network around them, usually a mix of personal and professional. Their function is to discuss changes, help plan for the future and manage the present.  Trying to manage and operate in isolation seldom works well.

Summary

The meaning of life and the means of life are two quite different things. One is not necessarily connected to the other, but if one is struggling to achieve the means, it creates pressure and lowers enjoyment. Profit should not be thought of as only a financial term. We do need a business profit, but we also need a profit from the other areas of life. Being in credit or debit financially, physically, emotionally or in relationship, may be outside our control for short periods, but in the medium and long term it is our choice. Choose wisely.
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Workshop summary

Questions

· Do you see people not striving in business performance getting recognition within the community? The industry doesn’t profile people who focus more on lifestyle than performance, this needs to change.

· Is it bad if you take three weeks off and then get straight back into the old routine? It’s a matter of choice. Think of people around you and how this affects them.

· Why aren’t more young people coming into the industry? Perception is a big problem. Teachers have been giving bad advice. Little knowledge of the dairy industry within the urban sector.

Further discussion points

· Have a “Stop Doing List” – things I need to stop doing to achieve my goals.

· Working hard is not a personal choice because it affects other people around you.

· You need to have plans for after the dairy farming career.

Conclusion

 
The Meaning of Life and the Means of Life are two quite different things.
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