
 

There is nothing like writing things down to force you to think through what you are 

going to say for a presentation -  and to get your thoughts straight. It’s actually a 

great way to learn! 

My wife Pip and I moved to Australia in 2000 from a 200 cow family dairy farm in the 

UK. 

We moved here because we saw more opportunity here than in the UK. We wanted 

to do something for ourselves, to build a business and we decided we could do that 

here by using the capital we brought with us, hard work, trial and error and what we 

learned and continue to learn from other people along the way. 

I am going to try to convey our overall approach to people - not just employees, but 

everyone you come into contact with as well as thinking about ourselves and how we 

try to make the most of all of this. 

 
 
People 
Authour Steven Covey said ‘There are 3 types of assets: physical, financial and 

human - human assets are the most important because they control the physical and 

the financial assets’. 

Earl Nightingale said ‘People are important - every dollar you ever earn will come 

from another person’. 

 

Let’s first think about employing people -  

 
Why Employ People? 
 
For us the answer is: Leverage 
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As a ‘Worker or Operator’ in your business, you can invest 1 hour of effort and 

produce 1 unit of results, assuming no loss of efficiency. 

As a ‘Delegator’ you can invest 1 hour of effort and produce 2,5,10,50 units of 

results. 

We can magnify our efforts with people.  

Additionally some tasks are of higher value than others. 

So if you delegate lower value tasks and allocate your own time to higher value 

tasks, this can create tremendous leverage. 

Michael Murphy, widely respected Irish Dairy Farmer and Investor - splits working 

time into three distinct categories.  

1. Worker or Operator. Low earning potential. A person can be hired @ $20 odd 

per hour to milk cows or drive tractors. 

2. Manager. Medium earning potential. Making good decisions on farm that 

positively influence, say, pasture consumption can have a big impact on 

production costs. Time spent in the area is likely worth $50-$100 per hour. 

3. Strategic Investor. Time spent looking at ways to increase the Rate of Return 

from your business can have a huge impact on your wealth generation over 

time. Time well spent in this area can generate returns of $300-$1000 per 

hour. 

So employing people became a no brainer for us - when it came to allowing us to put 

more time into higher value activities. 
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Finding the right person for the job: 

In my experience adverts have been useless - 

We are always on the lookout for the right sort of people, even if we don’t have a job 

for them right now. This has happened in any number of circumstances, we 

employed one of our best farm managers after hearing him asking some great 

questions at a field day  - he’s been with us 9 years now. Another applied for a 2ic 

position with us and it soon became apparent he was more capable than the farm 

manager, he’s been with us 8 years. We have looked to promote people from within 

where possible because you are dealing with a known quantity and also signalling to 

others in the business that there is a career pathway for them - and seeing 

homegrown talent perform  is very satisfying. 

We have used the Skilled Migration scheme too, the rules are fairly stringent and the 

process is slow - so you won’t have someone here to milk tonight….but we have had 

people from Holland, Germany, UK, Fiji and the USA gain permanent residency 

whilst completing their mandatory 2 year employment with us and most stay on 

longer. 

Obviously, I’m keen on migrants - they (we) come with ambition and energy and 

want to get ahead. I also think it makes no sense for us to pinch the manager from 

the farm next door, there is no net gain to the industry. However an influx of talent 

from elsewhere is positive for all of us. 

We have had backpackers and enjoyed their energy and fun - plus we have trialled 

what we called a Dairy Internship where we have employed young Dairy people from 

abroad for a few months in the spring and tried to give them a learning experience 

not just on the farm, but with the local AB technician, vet, discussion groups, field 
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days etc. All involved have gained from the experience and I think this idea has more 

potential. 

 

Managing people 

We had to learn how to manage people. I was a dairy farmer, so as long as I knew 

about cows and grass - surely it should be a case of pointing our new employee in 

the right direction and telling them to get on with it…. 

 

It turned out that there was actually more to it than that. 

 

I’m not talking about all of the transactional, Industrial Relations regulations etc. you 

have to be able to meet and comply with these as a bare minimum. 

I’m talking, now, about the nitty gritty of ensuring that they have a clear 

understanding of what is expected of them, how this will be measured and 

communicated, seeing that they actually have the resources to succeed, designing 

an appropriate remuneration structure.  

Building a relationship with them and staying in sync with them as to how the job is 

going as you move along together. 

 

Getting things done through others isn’t always easy.  

It did not come naturally to me at the start, fortunately I have a wife who notices and 

kindly points out when I make mistakes...some you may also be this lucky! 
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Pip, is very good with people and so has helped me immensely, she is a master at 

giving difficult feedback, firmly but kindly - leaving no uncertainties about what is 

expected….I guess she has had someone to practice on! 

 

I do think managing people does get easier if you understand a few basic principles 

when it comes to dealing with people that also take account of Human Nature. 

 

Here is our hit list: 

 

● Have clear expectations and ensure they are clearly communicated and 

understood.  

● Colin Armer says ‘Ring fence responsibility’. 

● Provide performance metrics - but not too many and do it in a form that your 

employee understands. (for instance Graphs/Traffic lights etc. work well). 

● This allows you to hold the person accountable for their performance 

● Get to know your employees, their values, abilities and skills - that way you 

will get to know what to expect from them. 

● Regularly check in with your people. Find out if there are issues bothering 

them that you may be unaware of. 

● Involve them - this is a huge motivator for people plus a very valuable 

resource for your business. 

● Give constant, accurate feedback. 
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● Have honest, but respectful conversations. When things are not going well, 

ensure that you bring issues up quickly, give the employee the chance to fix 

the problem. Keep following up. 

● Communicate anything of importance face to face. No emails, no texts, 

facebook, snap chats  etc. The only way to go is face to face, it ensures you 

make a human connection with the person you are communicating with. 

● Do not micromanage, it is very demotivating for the employee and defeats the 

object of having employed someone to free you for higher value activities. If 

you find yourself getting sucked down into the minutia in the person’s role on 

a regular basis, it is an indication that this person is not managing and may 

require further training or that they are simply not the right person for the job. 

● On the on the hand you will need to learn how much confidence to have in 

your people and your involvement will vary based on your level of confidence, 

this may require you creating what I call ‘Guardrails’  in some instances, more 

specific instructions and closer supervision for a particular person or task. 

● Listen more than you speak. Steven Covey says ‘Seek first to understand, 

then to be understood’. 

● Assume the best until proven otherwise. Richard Branson says ‘ Try to catch 

people doing something right’. 

● Understand the power of what psychologists call positive reinforcement - 

people respond to being rewarded for the right behaviors and results, this can 

be in many forms - financial, a gift, public recognition or simply a thank you. 
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● Remunerate the person not the job title. Consider incentives carefully, they 

are a powerful motivator, but care must be taken to avoid unintended 

consequences. 

● Importantly empower the person so that they feel that they are responsible for 

and have ownership of their patch. 

 

I think it very important to carefully consider the design of the work we are asking 

people to perform. Have we made our farms horrible places to work, filled with effort 

and drudgery because we have forgotten what we set out to do in the first place?  

What I am saying is - can we simplify our systems, make them less intensive, less 

complex, lower input, less decisions and more people friendly - more enjoyable 

places to work. 

We have tried to do this in our business by having good facilities to make the work 

as easy as possible: Good infrastructure, lanes, roads, fences, water systems and 

dairy sheds. 

We mostly use contractors for routine tasks like fertiliser spreading, spraying and 

cropping. 

Our stocking rate is set to a level that means we require a relatively low level of 

supplements in normal seasonal conditions, but we’re stocked highly enough to 

ensure we consume as much pasture as possible - turning as much of the spring 

flush directly into milk. 

The entire system is set up around growing and then eating as much grass as we 

can - and allowing farm managers to concentrate on their cows and grass with as 

few distractions as possible. 
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We have tried to build relationships with a few trusted suppliers and service 

providers to become an extension of the team on the farm so that our staff have 

have a group around them who are also helping them to succeed. 

We’re always looking for ways to improve this.  

 
So having employed someone - how are you going to use some of the time you have 

freed up? What are some of these higher value activities. 

 
Higher Value Activities 
 
Learning from Other People 
 
Donald Anderson has built and operates 4 dairy farms at the foot of Mount Egmont, 

Taranaki NZ. I consider him a world class expert at turning grass into cash at low 

cost, he has been dairy farming for over 30 years and knows the business inside out 

and yet he told me recently ‘ Not a month has gone by where I have not learned 

something’. This is the classic Growth mindset that Carol Dweck wrote about in her 

excellent book called ‘Mindset’. Carol’s premise for the book is that we are divided 

into two types of people based on how we think. People with a fixed mindset believe 

that their qualities are carved in stone, unchangeable. On the other hand people with 

the Growth mindset believe these traits are not simply a hand you’re dealt and have 

to live with, but just the starting point for development. The Growth mindset is based 

on the belief that your basic qualities are things that you can cultivate through your 

efforts. Although people may differ in every way - in their initial talents and aptitudes, 

interests, or temperaments - everyone can change and grow through application and 

experience. 
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A person’s true potential is unknown (and unknowable);  it is impossible to foresee 

what can be accomplished with years of passion, toil, and training. 

 

From early on I have always worked on the assumption that there is likely to be 

someone out there who probably knows how to do what I am trying to do better than 

me. 

I have worked at being open minded enough to hold an opposing opinion to my own 

up to the light - to try to see if I could be wrong and if I need to modify my approach, 

particularly if the opposing opinion comes from someone who is ‘believable’ - I like 

the term believable, Ray Dalio of the Bridgewater Fund defines believable as a 

person who has had a level of repeated success and can clearly explanation how 

they did it.  

 

My advice is to ask people, go and visit if possible, poke, prod and probe and try to 

find out what someone else believable thinks and then compare this with what you 

think. 

Sometimes on a visit you see something great - and come away saying ‘We need to 

do that’ -  other times you come away and say ‘Well, were not doing that !’ - both 

experiences are valuable. Perhaps the latter more valuable if helps you to avoid a 

pitfall or mistake. 

It is much more pleasant to learn from others mistakes than from your own! 

Eleanor Roosevelt said ‘Learn from the mistakes of others - you can’t live long 

enough to make them all yourself’. 
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You can learn from others in any number of circumstances, discussion groups, 

organised farm tours, conferences such as this and even people you meet in other 

walks of life.  When I was back in the UK last year unfortunately I had to go to the 

dentist, the local dentist is a guy called David Houston -  David was my dentist 

before we moved to Australia 17 yrs ago - he and his wife ran a practice in the local 

town, today they own and operate the largest private dental practice in the UK 

employing over 100 people - so before the anesthetic kicked in, I asked him if we 

could catch up for a cup of coffee sometime during my trip, to enable me to hear his 

story and more details about the evolution of their business. He agreed and I 

returned a few days later and spent a couple of hours listening to how they had 

made such dramatic progress - trying to understand his thinking and get an insight 

into his approach: Interestingly his key metric was sales per dental room per day and 

his dentistry staff were earning 50% of whatever they generated in a day, less the 

cost of a dental nurse and any consumables. It sounded very much like a Share 

Farming agreement! 

So I feel as though I got far more value than the cost of the dental fee and effectively 

turned a pain into a pleasure. 

I am saying that you can learn from any number of people, and you should. 

Thoughts, insights and ideas come from everywhere if we are open to them. 

The interesting thing is that often people who have achieved are very prepared to 

share their story and their thinking with you. 

 

Networks of People 
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Building, developing and expanding a network of people you know and draw on for 

thoughts, inspiration and know how is so valuable - how are you going to keep your 

business moving forward without a flow of thoughts and ideas from elsewhere? 

I love this quote from Sam Walton founder of Walmart "Most everything I've done I've 

copied from someone else," - I think there must be something in the concept if it 

worked for Sam. 

Obviously on the subject of networks -  this is an ideal point to promote the Nuffield 

organisation -  Nuffield has given me the opportunity to travel to places I may never 

have gone and to meet people  who I may never have met, it also brought me into 

contact with a group of my peers  who have become a valuable network in 

themselves.  I can already say that my Nuffield scholarship has further broadened 

my horizons and that it has been the single best piece of self development I have 

ever done and I would strongly recommend that you consider applying yourself - 

Warren Buffett once said that ‘The greatest investment you can make is an 

investment in yourself’. I guess he should know. 

I would like to thank the Australian Dairy Conference for generously sponsoring me 

and giving me the opportunity with Nuffield. 

Mentors 
The program mentions Colin Armer has been a mentor of mine. Colin and Dale have 

been friends and mentors to me. 

Much of what we set our sights on, they had already faced in one form or another 

and were able to advise and guide - not always telling us how to do it, but often 

giving us an alternative view to think about.  

It is actually amazing how much stuff that you ‘know’ - that is actually wrong. 
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Mark Twain said "It ain't what you don't know that gets you into trouble. It's what you 

know for sure that just ain't so." 

And despite some of the best information available on how to accomplish any task or 

goal, most people still tend to ask their friends, neighbours, coworkers and siblings 

for advice on key issues they may be facing. Too often, they ask advice from others 

who have never overcome the specific hardship they are facing or who have never 

succeeded in their specific area of endeavour.  

Author Les Brown, says more than anything, mentors help you see possibilities. 

 
Involving other People in your business 
 
Your Spouse/Family/Business Partners 
Charlie Munger (who is the Vice Chairman of Berkshire Hathaway and a great hero 

of mine) says ‘ Everybody engaged in complicated work needs colleagues. Just the 

discipline of having to put together your thoughts in order with somebody else is a 

very useful thing’. 

We are involved in a couple of joint ventures and we have learned a lot from our 

partners, they are from different backgrounds and have different experiences and 

skills and so, often have a different viewpoint - being able to draw on these other 

perspectives is useful, as is having to make a clear case for doing or not doing 

something. It is a very good way to get your thinking tested and helps to refine and 

improve your own thoughts and ideas. 

I also believe that involvement in additional ventures with other great people is a 

powerful way to leverage your time, your knowhow and your capital. They can be 

challenging and fun, plus amazing ways of accelerating your own learning. 
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Pip and I also talk, debate and argue - about issues, plans, problems and 

opportunities - sometime we see things quite differently and I think this is fine. If we 

always agreed with each other then what can we learn? I love the quote from 

General George Patton ‘ If we’re all thinking the same thing, then someone isn't 

thinking’. 

 
Learning from Employees 
It has been great spending time with Colin and Dale Armer over a number of years 

now and seeing how they operate up close, there would be few people who 

understand pasture based dairy farming as deeply, and yet I was sitting at Peter 

Wichmans (one of Colins farm managers) kitchen table with Colin just a couple of 

months ago and Colin was quizzing Peter on whether he could see a way of 

simplifying their winter feeding further and what it may mean to the whole farm 

system. There was a detailed discussion and I came away feeling sure that Peter 

was going to come back with some workable solutions. I thought this was great, it 

was clear that Colin, even with all of his years of experience, was genuinely looking 

for input and was not just open to other ideas, but was actively seeking them. 

Ask your staff what they think, listen to their ideas - wherever possible give them the 

opportunity to try them out. 

One of the very valuable things I have learned is to say ‘Ok lets do a trial’ - even if 

you think the idea could use some work, I feel that this is a no lose prospect: Off the 

bat you have engaged your employee by showing you are open to their input.  If you 

are wrong and their idea turns out to be great then you have learned something new 

that you can potentially use to improve your business and if it doesn’t work then a 

limited trial has not cost you too much and has proven to the employee that the idea 
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in its current form doesn’t work - however it has given them a clear signal that you 

value their thoughts and input. 

We have a grass variety and clover trail running at the moment - based on 

suggestions by staff. 

Ray Dalio has a nice way of putting trials and mistakes with his employees ‘ You are 

allowed to scratch the car, but you are not allowed to write it off’. 

 
Suppliers, Service providers and the Dairy Company 
Can you leverage these relationships?  

The relationship can be about more than the price of the product you are buying - 

what else can they do to help you? 

For example our milking machine technician now provides assistance with milk 

quality and performs regular plant checks and wash water testing to assist us in 

keeping ahead of milk quality issues. 

Another example maybe assisting you with some staff training in their product or 

area of expertise. 

 or helping you with compliance, we are expected to record more and more all the 

time, but collecting and sharing data is getting easier - maybe they can assist. 

Can they help with seasonal finance or flexible payment terms? 

Have they seen things working well on farms elsewhere that would fit your 

circumstances? 

How can they add more value to the relationship? Ask them... 

 
Recognise Biases and Others Incentives 
Now after having advised involving others in your business I now caution you to also 

keep your eyes wide open at the same time. It is important to recognise that vast 
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numbers of people (many here today) make a living from selling to dairy farmers and 

whilst most are genuinely intentioned, they cannot escape from the ‘gravitational pull’ 

of the incentives that remunerate them. They can often think that their product or 

area of expertise is all that you need. Very much like the man whose only tool is a 

hammer and therefore, to him, every problem pretty much looks like a nail. It is rare 

to find a management consultants report that didn't end with the advice ‘This problem 

needs more management consulting services’ Someone once said ‘ Never ask the 

barber if you need a haircut’. 

Every $ you spend is someone else's income. 

I think it is a good thing to get perspectives and insights from other believable 

people, to weigh against your own views - never forget though, that these people are 

there to advise NOT to decide (that’s your job). 

 

Thinking & Learning 
 
 
Time spent thinking and learning are of immense value: 
 
What Charlie Munger says about this is worth repeating: 

 

“We both (Charlie and Warren) insist on a lot of time being available almost every 

day to just sit and think. That is very uncommon in American business. We read and 

think.” 

It seems to me if guys like these are saying this AND it is at odds with most peoples 

natural tendencies, then there must be something in it. 
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Charlie Munger also says: 

“Spend each day trying to be a little wiser than you were when you woke up. Day by 

day, and at the end of the day - if you live long enough - like most people, you will 

get out of life what you deserve.”  

 

 
Learning through Reading about People 
 
Also learning through reading widely - not just the Dairy News and The Aussie Dairy 

Farmer (as good as they are). I think it is important to draw insights from further 

afield too, that can maybe cause us to look at problems, challenges and 

opportunities from a different perspective or in a different way - and maybe we can 

cross pollinate ideas from elsewhere and come up with something better. I like 

reading business books and importantly autobiographies. I have learnt so much from 

reading about the lives of extraordinary people, the challenges they have faced the 

obstacles that they have overcome and the failures they have suffered has given me 

a much broader context for my own life. So that whenever I am facing an issue a 

problem or a setback, I think, about the books I have read about the lives of some 

the extraordinary people I have read about -  

and I realise our accomplishments and problems are on a far smaller scale than 

theirs and if we are serious about moving our business forwards we can certainly 

overcome the issue we are currently facing. 

This is an excellent way of learning from people who are not easily accessible or 

who may have lived long ago. 
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For those of you who do not enjoy reading, my father is now 73, he’s dyslexic. He 

had never read a book until 7 years ago - when he bought an ipod. He started 

downloading Audiobooks to listen to and he hasn’t looked back. He’s making up for 

all the years of not reading! Two great lessons in this a) There is always another way 

b) You are never to old to change. So if you don’t like actually reading - listen to 

audiobooks instead of the radio when you are driving - you’ll be amazed how many 

books you get through in a year. 

 

The actor Will Smith said ‘ There is nothing that you are now facing, that hasn’t been 

faced by someone, somewhere before’. 

 

Charlie Munger says “In my whole life, I have known no wise people (over a broad 

subject matter area) who didn't read all the time -- none, zero. You'd be amazed at 

how much Warren reads--and at how much I read. My children laugh at me. They 

think I'm a book with a couple of legs sticking out’. 

 

Needless to say - I am a massive fan of learning by reading, I think it is a very fast 

way of compounding your knowledge. 

 
 
Think about your Circle of Friends 
 
Jim Rohn said ‘You are the average of the five people you most associate with’. 

The rule suggests that the five people you spend the most time with shape who you 

are. We might interact with many people, but the few who are closest to us have the 

greatest impact on our way of thinking and our decisions.  
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I’m not saying chuck out your friends, but I do think you need to think about who you 

are spending your time with - are they lifting you up? encouraging you? or are they 

dragging you back towards average? 

Warren Buffet says "It's better to hang out with people better than you. Pick out 

associates better than you and you'll drift in that direction."  

 
 
Involving the right sort of people 
I believe you can side step a lot of problems and make life so much more fulfilling 

and fun if you only associate with people that you Like, Admire and Trust. 

Trust is the grease that keeps every business running smoothly. 

My advice is to jettison anyone you currently deal with who doesn’t exhibit these 

characteristics, your life will improve immeasurably. 

 
You! -  
What about you? You are your most valuable asset. But you are a person. As a 

human you have an ego, biases and blind spots. 

You have subliminal defence mechanisms that make it hard for you to accept your 

mistakes and weaknesses.  

We all have blind spots, areas where our way of thinking prevents us from seeing 

things accurately. Ray Dalio suggests we think of it as though - we all have different 

ranges for hearing pitch and seeing colours - so, we also all have different ranges for 

seeing and understanding things. Some of us see the big picture and miss small 

details whilst others see details and miss the big picture: some people are linear 

thinkers whilst others think laterally. A colorblind person will eventually find out that 
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they are colour blind, whereas most people never appreciate the ways in which their 

thinking makes them blind.  

It is important that you recognise these things in yourself - are you open to opposing 

opinions? When two people reach opposite conclusions, someone must be wrong - 

wouldn’t it be good to make sure that, that someone isn’t you? 

So have you thought much about what you are like? Are you a lateral thinker, are 

you creative but unreliable are you more of a linear thinker who is more dependable? 

Are you emotional or are you more logical?  

All of us have things we are good at and things we are not so good at - it is really 

important to be reflective about these things in ourselves and try to get people 

around us who can compliment and compensate for our weaknesses.  

Having weaknesses is not a problem as long as we find ways to compensate for 

them. 

Examples for me : 

Employing a bookkeeper. 

Setting reminders for myself in my electronic calendar if I commit to do anything 

more than a week away. 

Having a page for each day in my book with what I have coming up for the day 

written in it and checking tommorows page the night before as well as checking the 

coming weeks pages the weekend before. 

Writing lists. 

Forcing myself to re read things and re check emails before I send them. 

As you can see I try to compensate for being a bit disorganised, for missing details. 
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It is also important to realise that to do really well at anything we must be 

passionately interested and constantly fascinated in what we are doing. 

Understanding what you are really like, what you are passionately interested in and 

what you are or can become excellent at - is key to finding where and what you can 

do best. 

 

In Conclusion 
I have told you about: 

Employing people as a way to leverage your output. 

Moving from Worker to Manager to a more Strategic role in your business. 

I’ve explained some of the key areas we see as being important when employing 

people. 

I’ve talked about using your time for learning from others, building networks, 

choosing your friends, learning from mentors and reading about the lives of others. 

Engaging your employees and suppliers in helping to improve your business. 

I’ve also encouraged you to think about you - What are you like? What are you good 

at? And in what areas could you use some support? 

 

 

Employing people was a way of achieving more in a day and freeing us to pursue 

higher value activities - both management and strategic. 

Involving our people in the business has brought a higher level of engagement and it 

has definitely enhanced the business, but it is a more challenging way to run a 

business too, because you are not not saying ‘Do it this way because I said so’ you 
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are involving them - admitting that at times you do not know the answers and 

bringing them along with you for the journey. 

 

I don't want to stand before you today and claim or pretend I have all of the answers 

- far from it: We have many ups and downs in our business, we’ve had failures and 

we have made lots of mistakes. 

I do want to encourage you to stay open minded so that you are able to keep 

learning: William James (The Father of modern psychology) once said ‘ We have to 

live today by what truth we can get today, and be ready tomorrow to call it falsehood’ 

Charlie Munger says that ‘Any year that passes in which you don’t destroy one of 

your best loved ideas is a wasted year’ 

 

So maintain an open mind when it comes to everyone you are in contact with - don’t 

be afraid of being wrong, be curious and interested, ask questions  - this will help 

you to recognise opportunities,to learn, to grow, to change, to think  

and to expand your view of the world and just what you are capable of  

and ultimately it will be this attitude that will keep you successfully moving forwards. 

 

 

Thankyou 
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