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Introduction 
Apart from their occupation being so closely associated with their 

lifestyles, farmers have to be astute business men and women 

and be technically able. This raises a few issues such as: 

• work life balance; 

• the relationship between lifestyle and business decisions; 

• the distinction between business thinking and technical 

thinking; 

• the need to integrate both business and technical thinking 

into their farm decisions. 

In essence they need to have sound technical (production) and 

financial skills to be able to objectively make decisions that 

involve consideration of lifestyle priorities and business 

objectives.  

While these issues impact on all owner-operator farmers (as well 

as owner operator business people generally), the issues of work 

life balance and of social isolation are particularly pertinent in 

dairy farming because of the relentless need to milk twice a day 

seven days a week. Additionally, with current financial pressures 

and uncertainty about the future weighing heavily on dairy 

farmers, accompanied by the long term  movement towards 

aggregation of smaller holdings, the need for dairy farmers to 

have strong technical (farming) skills sitting beside good business 

skills has a particular significance. 

This study explores a number of these issues with successful dairy 

operators who are leaders in their industry and who have high 

levels of education.  In particular the study investigates the 

perceptions of a group of well-educated successful farmers about 

their skills as technicians and as business decision makers, as well 

as how they resolve the work-life balance that attends living in 

the place of work.  

Method 
Given this study is exploratory in nature, a focus group approach 

was taken. The participants in the focus groups were selected on 

their education levels and reputations as successful farmers and 

industry leaders. 

Focus groups enable free flowing conversations within and across 

the topic, and they also have the benefit of participants feeding 

off each other’s thoughts such that the ideas expressed by one 

participant encourage and evoke the ideas of others.  In that way 

the data generated by the technique is rich and results in new 

ideas being expressed, rather than being restricted to a set of 

ideas identified by the researchers prior to the research 

commencing.  

A potentially negative issue with focus groups is that it is 

impossible to guarantee confidentiality to participants.  The 

researchers cannot control for a participant who leaves the focus 

group and tells other people who said what while the focus group 

was in operation. The Centre for the Study of Rural Australia has a 

research ethics process and part of the Centre’s ethics approval 

for this study involved drawing this to the attention of 

participants as part of their informed consent to participate, but 

also to advise them that confidentiality was expected. 

The researchers generated a set of broad questions for discussion 

by the focus groups prior to calling for participation, and 

developed the process to be used during the meetings.  The 

questions included: 

• What are the important short and long term issues facing 

dairy farmers?  

• How they would prioritise those issues?  
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• What strategic business skills and knowledge they believed 

they would need to effectively cope with these issues going 

forward. 

Potential participants were identified through researcher industry 

knowledge, and were selected on a basis that they were: 

• between 30 and 45 years of age; 

• had a tertiary education;  

• currently owners (or part owners) of a dairy operation in 

western Victoria.   

Initial contact was by telephone to talk to potential participants 

about the project and to establish their interest in participating.  

Subsequent to gaining consent a time and place of mutual 

convenience to all was determined, and the focus group session 

questions were sent to participants so they could give some prior 

thought to the issues raised in them. 

Twelve dairy farmers participated in the study.  Initially it was 

planned to have more than one focus group but a preference 

among participants to be ‘all in together’ was agreed to by the 

researchers. Two of the participants were female, all were 

owner/operators of dairy farms in the western district of Victoria, 

and all were less than 45 years of age and tertiary educated. They 

were a mix of first generation and more than first generation 

farmers and all of them saw dairy farming as their primary 

occupation and source of income. 

The focus group, which took the best part of a day, was facilitated 

by one of the researchers while the other took detailed notes. 

Those notes were analysed in detail to identify the themes that 

emerged. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Strategic thinking 

The focus group session initially focused on what it means in the 

dairy industry to be strategic in business terms. Three areas were 

identified as being central to good contemporary dairy farm 

strategy: 

• Building herd size and business size are important; 

• Having the business skills to manage a much larger business 

and herd; 

• Viewing the enterprise of dairy farming as a business rather 

than as a lifestyle of farming – there has been a trend towards 

this in the last 10 to 15 years. 

A number of themes emerged from the main focus group 

discussions that followed this initial discussion around strategy. 

Three themes stood out above the others, and related strongly to 

the three important elements of strategic dairy farming that had 

been identified above through the more general discussion.  

These themes are discussed below.  

I. Business, lifestyle, and technical skills 

Seeing the enterprise as a business rather than as a lifestyle was 

evident among participants in a number of ways.  In summary 

though, the central issue here is that building the business (and 

therefore the herd) requires sophisticated business skills that are 

much greater than those required to operate a farm to earn a 

living and enjoy the lifestyle. To sustain the larger business over a  

long period of time requires not just business and management 

skills, but also the skills to read the external environment and to 

plan and act accordingly.  The key elements of the external 

environment that were identified by the group were market, 

politics, bureaucracy and finance.  

Within this theme it was evident that these young dairy operators 

saw themselves primarily as business people, but in seeing 

themselves that way they certainly continued to retain a strong 

view of themselves as dairy farmers with technical knowledge and 

skills and a love for working on the land.   

Some participants had in place sophisticated equity 

arrangements.  All of them talked the language of dairying as 

business, focusing on questions of investment, productivity, 

outputs and margin management.  Some also saw less efficient 

dairy farmers as being targets for expansion of their own 

business. 

II. Work-life balance 

A central issue in dairying is its 24/7 relentless requirements of 

owner-operators. A clear view from the focus group is that people 

do not wish to work this way now and need to create time for 

recreation of a contemporary nature.  For example, the 

participants in the focus group made the point that they are a 

sophisticated and well educated group of young people who need 

to engage in forms of recreation not particularly different from 

that of young city based people.  Whereas previously a less 

demanding and less mobile rural population may have been 

satisfied with country dances and local sport, this has changed, at 

least among this group.  Additionally, the local recreational 

pastimes once available in rural areas are not as available as they 

once were in the previously better populated and more vigorous 

rural communities.   

To achieve time out for contemporary forms of recreation 

members of the group felt there needs to be a skill level among 

employees, or other people available to the dairy farm, to enable 

farm owner-operators to be absent from time to time. 

III. Professional isolation 

A third very interesting theme that emerged was the need for 

networking and for developing contacts that are useful to the 

business as well as contacts who can be useful mentors.  The 

networking opportunities were seen as available locally but 

particularly interesting in these days of greater online access in 

rural areas was the recognition that national and international 

contacts can be developed and sustained through technology.  

Social media services such as Facebook were seen as very viable 

platforms for that sort of communication. 

These networks were seen as important for identifying suppliers 

and consultants, for learning and for reading market and other 

signs. 

Current concern or pressures on dairy operators  

Apart from the three themes discussed above, a number of other 

important pressures or issues of strategic dairy business 

management were identified. 

Participants spent some time discussing what they saw as the key 

issues and concerns for dairy operators now and in the near 

future.  
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The main pressure points identified were:  

• There is a real need to free up some time for managers since 

dairy farming is 24/7.  Shed work and business management 

together can be demanding and, to some degree, not 

congruent with the requirements for higher order skills and 

thinking.  
 

• Financial sustainability and the financing of new entrants to 

the industry, maintaining current levels of people and 

operations are crucial matters to sustain a vibrant dairy sector 

going forward.  Beyond the technical skills of dairy, there is 

need for the development of knowledge and tools to generate 

greater financial understanding, particularly with regard to 

equity, debt, cash flow and profit. 
 

• Compliance and required government reporting and record 

keeping are increasing, along with the number and complexity 

of rules and regulation that require compliance. These 

mandatory requirements add a layer of complexity to 

contemporary dairying that require considerable levels of 

understanding.  
 

• Water is a major issue to dairy farmers.  In particular –  

o the amount of it and access to it, 

o water licensing, 

o ground and surface water use and management. 
 

• Business planning is sophisticated and includes:  

o control of costs of inputs and the predictability of those 

costs 

o balancing of outputs 

o longevity of cows as productive units 

o prices predictability 

o managing margins 

o market factors, such as;  

� market contraction 

� power of supermarkets 

� international commodity prices 

o information technology skills are essential to effective 

contemporary dairy management. 
 

• The focus group participants saw a distinction between the 

learning needs of farm managers and farm owners.  Farm 

management personnel need skills in managing people and 

managing margins while farm owners need more skills in 

managing the external business and legislative environment.  

 

 Skills and knowledge requirements 

Following the emphasis of the discussion on the major issues and 

pressures currently impacting on dairy operators, and their 

likelihood to continue to impact into the foreseeable future, the 

next task of the focus group session was to identify skills and 

knowledge areas that operators felt were needed to successfully 

address the identified requirements of dairy farmers. 

The skills were identified in three main domains. 

a. Business and management skills 

• Skills to transfer new technology and implement it into a 

business; and to establish benchmarks for measuring the 

success of implementation. 

• Business skills (management accounting) computer skills, 

analytical skills (including risk analysis), researching skills, 

forecasting skills, putting it all together into a decision making 

framework, cost-benefit analyses. 
 

• Identifying and managing consultants. 

b. Human skills 

• Skills for succession planning and implementation – people to 

take over temporarily or as a future successor. 

• Establishing a network of contacts – effective use of electronic 

communication technologies – identifying, establishing and 

maintaining face to face and social media networks. 

• Work life balance – need systems and diligence in place to 

provide time outside the business.  This needs processes and 

support within the business to allow this. 

• Understanding of self and others. 

• Teaching others skills to work in the business. 

• Understanding the different ways people learn, especially 

employees and family members working in the business. 

• Being able to attract new participants to the industry and to 

the business. 

c. External environment skills 

• Communication skills, in particular skills of argument and of 

advocacy. 

• Innovation to transfer new technology (especially water 

technology) onto the farm.  

• Accessing and identifying relevant information (that is skills in 

acquiring information and in providing information to external 

bodies). 

• Understanding compliance requirements and corporate 

governance. 

 

Comment 

The farmers in the focus group were ‘switched on’ and very much 

abreast of what is happening in their industry.  While they were 

very focused on the business and technical demands of dairying, 

they were also conscious of lifestyle, and the need for them to 

enjoy their work and the environment in which they carried it out.  

They saw the need for professional development for themselves 

and for their employees as a crucial component of success going 

forward.  Additionally they were well aware of the need for 

learning and personal development that is associated with human 

interaction, as well as recognising a need for social interaction for 

pleasure. 

In summary, they saw themselves as business people whose 

business is dairying, rather than seeing themselves as dairy 

farmers only.  That view of themselves manifested itself in their 

expressed and obvious interest in the issues of business and 

financial management, strategic development and positioning of 

their business in a difficult environment.  Their conversations and 

their thinking were about the business of dairying rather than 

being focused only on the technical issues of dairy farming. 
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