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      1      Past and future          

  Ben wandered the rolling hills of his and Jill’s farm in the fresh evening air with 
the moon just starting to make its presence felt. It had been a hot day, perfect 
for finishing harvesting a field of wheat using his well-worn but efficient header 
harvester. Ben had used it for many years and experienced pride in being able 
to keep it going, using his engineering skill and his extensive and well-equipped 
workshop. According to Ben, the area put in cash crop each year did not warrant 
investing in a large state-of-the-art machine. All that mattered was its efficiency 
in extracting a saleable crop. He had plenty of time for harvesting in what was 
usually very settled drying weather at this time of year. Jill, Ben’s partner and 
wife, helped by driving the tractor with the grain collection bins. 

 After the day of noise, dust, and the concentration required, Ben was in 
need of some fresh air and quiet time to wind down. Harvest time was crit-
ical to the financial success of their medium-sized mixed farm which they had 
owned for many years now, with occasional land additions as bordering land 
came on offer. 

 Time to reflect was increasingly becoming important to Ben, and to Jill, 
who sometimes accompanied him for an evening walk. Ben liked to regu-
larly check various factors round the farm. This review combined well with 
his mind games and reflection on many different issues ranging from farm and 
rural affairs through to higher issues like the origins of the universe. He had 
recently finished reading one of Stephen Hawking’s popular books in which the 
Cambridge physics don gave an account of his theories about black holes and 
the expanding universe. Ben found it all fascinating but for the life of him he 
couldn’t fully understand all of it and came to his own conclusions after gazing 
on many occasions up at the Milky Way with is sparkling and impressive array 
of distant stars. 
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 As the years passed, Ben often mused, he had learnt to approach life with 
less gusto and over-confidence about what was right. Experience, and keen 
observation of people and the world, had made him realize the world and its 
inhabitants were complex. Making decisions on what was the best course of 
action was similarly complex. Ben agreed there were many ways to skin a cat 
as the old saying went. 

 This evening Ben’s mind did not dwell on the progress of his relatively 
independent children who were making their own way in the world. Annie, 
an actress based in London, was beating some of the problems that had be-
devilled her a couple of years ago. With the support of her close friends and a 
professional counsellor, Annie had overcome her poorly judged venture into 
recreational drugs which seemed to be common among certain sections of the 
artistic fraternity. With breaking off from another actress who had persuaded 
her to explore a hallucinatory world, the long and difficult road into abstinence 
was shortly to be a thing of the past, or at least she hoped so. Ben and Jill’s hope 
was much more fervent. 

 Annie continued to get good job offers and had held her performances 
together right through the difficulties. She now felt much stronger, and had 
resumed regularly communicating with her family, including her brother 
Graham. Graham was a down-to-earth fellow still working on farms in the 
Midwest with a particular affinity for Indiana, where his skills were always 
in demand, particularly during spring and fall for planting and harvesting. 
Graham had no illusions about getting a green card to stay semi-permanently 
in the US, knowing his destiny was on the home farm where he would eventu-
ally take over from his dad. Perhaps the two of them could work hand in hand 
for a while when his father eventually slowed down. Bodies don’t last forever. 

 As he moved from the field just harvested, Ben mused over what he should 
now do in the paddock. Ben had long ago learnt that making a plan at the begin-
ning of the year and sticking to it was the worst possible management strategy. 
Why make a decision before it has to be implemented? In the very uncer-
tain world of international markets, random weather events, disease issues, local 
council environmental decrees and other similar uncertainties, it always paid to 
constantly review decisions right up to the time when the die had to be cast. And 
even then he wasn’t averse to later pulling the pin if the situation warranted. 

 Currently his gut feeling was to put the field into a pure white clover crop to 
restore the fertility of the soil, given it had come out of wheat following winter 
barley. The international market for white clover seed was strong and improving 
in response to the worldwide movement towards environmental friendly ap-
proaches, with expanding areas of mixed grass clover pastures using much 
less nitrogen fertilizer. More and more evidence pointed the finger at artificial 
nitrogen applications leading to waterway pollution and, in some cases, dan-
gerously high nitrate levels in drinking water. It was even rumoured that there 
were hints of blue babies, with the nitrates interfering with haemoglobin. 

 Given his constant review of the internet and the many market and farming 
journals, Ben was spending increasing amounts of time in the evenings catch-
ing up with price movements, new technologies and the many other issues 
impacting on farming efficiency. 
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 Ben had learnt the importance of keeping up with all the knowledge neces-
sary in making decisions when he took part in university-initiated experiments 
to assess the importance and development of ‘informed intuition’. Ben chuckled 
to himself as he realized it was his ‘intuition’ that had come up with the idea of 
putting white clover in the field. He now needed to muse over whether debate 
with himself utilizing his logic could reverse the proposal. He doubted it, for 
increasingly Ben’s ‘informed intuition’ seemed to be getting results. 

 Ben was impressed with Tom, the university researcher who had organ-
ized the five-year programme that had Ben and, initially, nine other farmers 
attending monthly meetings with a view to improving their decision intuition. 
And there was also another similar group in the same locality as well as another 
two groups in a quite different area some 400 miles away – to see whether the 
results were robust. Tom had realized virtually all farmers made most decisions 
using their intuition in contrast to formally writing out the alternatives and care-
fully analysing each one to determine what was best. In many cases such an 
approach was almost impossible due to the large number of alternatives and the 
lack of clear information over the inputs and outputs of the alternatives. Farmers 
worked in a world of risk and uncertainty. And of course the constant flow of 
daily decisions relied totally on intuition … Should I spray today, or leave it a 
couple of days? and so on. 

 The farmers met in turn on each other’s farms to review recent decisions and 
proposed actions. The idea was that the farmers together could work out how 
best to analyse each problem and critique each other’s actions and proposals. 
They also had the help of a couple of professionals who assisted in organizing the 
meetings and checking out their conclusions and reasoning. Tom’s belief was that 
this constant reviewing would improve the success of the farmers’ intuition, and 
so it turned out, for after the five-year programme there was clear evidence that 
their profitability had improved much more than the farmers in another group 
who had not been exposed to the same processes … the control group. 

 The simple and effective idea was that constant review and critique would 
imprint the correct decision systems on the farmers’ minds and intuition. There 
was no doubt this had been achieved. But of course constant searching and 
reading was also required to keep up with technology, rules and regulations, 
market conditions and similarly important areas. 

 In a way, what Tom, with the help of the other farmers in the group, proved 
was what a rather more famous scientist had discovered many decades earlier. 
Einstein spent many hours on mind experiments using his intuition to suggest 
possible explanations of physical relationships controlling the world and uni-
verse. He succeeded in becoming one of the world’s greatest scientists through 
his contribution to theoretical physics. But he was nothing if not practical, for 
he noted: ‘intuition is nothing but the outcome of earlier intellectual experi-
ence’. And his intuitively-based theories proved to be correct as shown by later 
experiments and clever measurement systems. 

 While Tom and the team had proved that informed intuition led to greater 
profitability this, Ben mused, was only part of the game. As Tom, and the others, 
had so often stressed, farmers seldom had profit as their sole objective. The 
 research surveys showed that a return of 4% on capital invested was common. 
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In contrast it was often possible to invest with greater return in urban projects 
and businesses, making it clear other factors were also important to farmers. 

 While some years were better, and some worse, there was no way Ben 
was going to sell up and become an urban dweller: he obtained so much 
enjoyment from all the many non-monetary aspects of primary production. 
While Jill was originally from urbanity, she was also now firmly convinced 
on where her destiny lay. They would grow old together pottering in the wide 
open spaces. 

 Ben could still remember the final formal meeting the experimental groups 
held at the end of the five years. The group of farmers had decided to continue 
meeting on an informal basis using each other as sounding boards on their 
 decisions. They had all framed up a list of the decision principles they had 
learnt to follow as part of their informed intuition. 

 The principles were suggested by the farmers themselves when summar-
izing what they had learnt with the help of the professionals. Ben frequently 
glanced at his copy hanging on his office wall. The list was clear and inviolate 
and had now become second nature, so it was only needed when he felt 
 uncomfortable over what his intuition was telling him. 

  Keep using additional quantities of an input on a unit of production until the 
marginal return equals the marginal cost. 

 Be clear on your objectives and act accordingly. 

 Take traditional benchmarking with a grain of salt. 

 Do it just in time … never late, but never early, for conditions might change. 

 Don’t forget opportunity costs when assessing alternatives and allow for the time 
value of money. If you increase output of one product, something else must 
decline to release the resources needed. Work out the net change. 

 Don’t make short-term decisions based on costs of production that include both 
variable and overhead costs. Ignore the fi xed overheads in the short term. 

 When doing development budgets be sure to take in enough years to ensure you 
make the ‘best here and now’ decision. Get the planning horizon right. 

 Don’t follow fads. Work it out logically and rationally. 

 Be sure to actually listen to what others are saying. Use active listening to get their 
true meaning. 

 Practise active reading skills to ensure you pick up information relevant to you. 

 Practise time management rules. Constantly recalculate estimated return per hour 
for outstanding jobs and prioritize accordingly. 

 Constantly think ahead to possible outcomes and assess. Read, listen and take 
note of the future and world markets. 

 Learn to at least mentally simulate possible outcomes from alternative decisions to 
enable assessment. 

 Practise observation skills so nothing on- or off-farm escapes notice and 
consideration. 

 Use others and yourself to constantly critique proposed actions. Debate it all! 

 Ensure production is least cost by assessing the marginal impact on costs as 
substitute inputs are varied. 
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 Ensure the mix of products and production processes is such that any marginal 
change to the mix will decrease profi ts, thus maintaining the optimal mix such 
that the ‘marginal value product’ of each product is equal. 

 Develop a range of strategies for uncertain situations, one of which will be used 
depending on the conditions that eventuate. 

 Constantly review output and input costs and adjust the plan accordingly. 

 Constantly review feed production, feed stores, and mob intake and location. 
Forecast, dynamically review, and do the sums for both now and the future. 

 Recognize the risk and uncertainty of production and selling, and use risk-
reducing techniques to suit your attitude to risk. It is horses for courses. 

 Ensure succession and governance plans are set up early and suit your 
family and situation. Get professional advice, but remember it is your farm 
and you must make sure costs don’t exceed the benefi ts of your governance 
setup, if any. 

 Remember some resources are fl ow resources. Use them or lose them (e.g. work 
hours). 

 Forget the past, that’s history. Work from the ‘here and now’ state of your 
resources, modifying plans to suit the current situation and outlook. 

 Practise being a good communicator (e.g. in negotiations, with employees – good 
contracts – and the like). 

 Work on using good employer principles.  

 Ben was now an avid diary-keeper. He recorded details of most of his more 
important decisions, giving his reasoning and, eventually, recorded the outcomes 
from the decisions. He set aside time each week to go back and review whether 
in hindsight he could have made a better decision. Where ‘mistakes’ were 
made Ben mused whether it was due to events and outcomes that were unpre-
dictable. While Ben was indeed improving his forecasting ability, he was under 
no illusions over forecasting perfection. 

 This review process, suggested by others in the group and supported by 
Tom, was similar to learning skills like pasture dry matter estimation, and 
animal live weight assessments. Estimates were made and the result checked 
with actual measurements. It had been proved many times that with this experi-
ence and feedback farmers could become very accurate eye assessors. The need 
for physical measurement then declined and could be replaced. Informed intuition 
was similar. 

 Despite all these new skills Ben worried over decisions where clear mis-
takes were made. He had a tendency to lose sleep over issues he was not happy 
with. Jill was understanding but did grumble on occasions about being con-
stantly disturbed at night. She did not handle being tired the next day, nor did 
Ben for that matter. But what could he do about worries which always seemed 
to be a feature of his life? Ben could remember the same happened with his 
father, who had at one stage been given tranquilizers to dampen down the wor-
ries. Working with his business accounts data his father was often concerned 
that he had made a mistake impacting on someone else’s tax situation or finan-
cial outcome. He sometimes wished he had chosen a different course in life. 
Some days were miserable to say the least. 
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 Following the intuition experiments Ben had a much better understanding 
of his nature and psyche. And the same went for the other farmers. He often said 
to Jill, ‘All the surveys we filled in as part of the programme certainly helped 
explain my feelings and actions.’ Every year, besides collecting information 
on farm and personal costs, returns, yields and inputs, the farmers completed 
questionnaires designed to assess their management style, locus of control and 
objectives. The yearly comparisons allowed them to see whether their attitudes 
and approaches had changed. 

 Ben explained to Jill that the locus of control or LOC questions, when 
combined, gave an assessment of his beliefs in how much of the farm out-
comes he controlled. The nineteen statements in the questionnaire  1   had to 
be rated on a 1 to 5 truth assessment basis, with the answers reflecting Ben’s 
view of control. Typical answers included ‘So far I’ve managed to achieve my 
goals’, ‘Too often I end up having to run my property to suit others’ demands’, 
and so on.  2   

 The group learnt that some farmers believed non-controllable factors, 
such as the weather and international markets, had more of an impact than 
their decisions. While the average score among famers was 67%, Ben had ini-
tially scored 64% rising to over 70% at the end of the experiment. This reflected 
the growing confidence he experienced, his knowledge of options and his real-
ization of just how much control he really had. Some of the other farmers in the 
group ended with even higher values. 

 ‘When we were asked to fill in the questionnaire on our objectives, you’ll 
recall, I discussed it all with you,’ he had said to Jill. ‘It was a combined affair, 
remember?’ 

 They had been presented with twenty statements such as, ‘It is very im-
portant to keep debt as low as possible’ and ‘Minimising pollution is very 
important’, and asked to rate the truthfulness of each on a scale of 1 to 5. ‘We 
did tend to come up with a mixed kind of objective set with eclectic inter-
ests. As one of the others in the group pointed out, “A set of objectives is very 
personal and something, while it can be compared, which is unique to each 
farmer and family”.’ 

 The management style questionnaire, on the other hand, classified a farmer 
over a number of personality-rated questions, each of which related to man-
agerial efficiency. Certain features were desirable and improved production 
efficiency. The farmers in the group had generally come to recognize, for ex-
ample, that high levels of anxiety were counterproductive. 3  

 The twenty-five questions required farmers to rate the truthfulness 
of statements. Examples included ‘You tend to mull over decisions before 
acting’, and ‘You don’t normally rest until the job is done’. This latter state-
ment, Ben pointed out to Jill at the time, related to another of the five per-
sonality factors, namely ‘conscientiousness’ which was clearly desirable for 
good management. 

 Tom had explained early on in the experiment that the answers to the ques-
tionnaires required analysis to come up with summary statements. You couldn’t 
make much sense of, in the case of management style, twenty-five sets of truth 
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ratings. The selection of the number was deliberate. With five factors or core 
traits making up any individual’s personality, each one was rated through the 
answers to the truth ratings of five statements. The analysis correlated the an-
swers to give everyone a score on each one of the five factors. 

 What intrigued Ben was that the five factor ratings seemed to sum up each 
of the farmers in the experimental group. They fitted each to a T. You could 
predict what their reactions would be to most situations. What was even more 
fascinating was the strong correlations between the factors and the farmers’ 
individual profit outcomes and satisfaction levels. Ben was right now musing 
on this as he continued his walk, pondering whether personality was change-
able, with benefits to outcomes. 

 Ben knew he was still not on top of his game even though his developing 
informed intuition had helped him make large strides. He wondered whether 
changing his mindset might enable him to make further improvements. Clearly 
if he was less anxious, for example, he would certainly be happier and wasn’t 
that the main purpose in life? Changes might even help him make better de-
cisions. Anxiety sometimes made you come to a conclusion before you were 
totally comfortable with it. 

 Ben’s thought process continued despite the increasing evening gloom, 
even if it was tempered a bit by the rising moonlight. In a week it would become 
crisp and bright as the moon waxed. But right now he had to watch where he 
walked, having left it too late to cover all the farm checking on various issues 
such as the state of crops yet to be harvested. Could you change personality? 
What processes did you need to follow? He would have to make some enquir-
ies. Perhaps Tom had some ideas. 

 On arriving back at the house where Jill was watching a TV programme 
outlining the growing issues over rural environmental matters, Ben inter-
rupted and was roundly told, ‘Could you hold off in your enthusiasm so I 
can watch this commentator. I suspect the issues will impact on our farm 
in due course.’ Ben was not good at containing his thoughts and felt some-
what peeved that the TV set dominated their potential discussion. However, 
Jill did turn to him shortly and enquire what new enlightenment he wanted 
to share. 

 Ben expressed his musings over personality and farm management. Jill im-
mediately commented, ‘Maybe you are becoming absent minded. Don’t you 
remember when the intuition study was started up at least one group of farmers 
was supposed to work on their attitudes that were thought to be important 
in management skill. Unfortunately the group had to be closed down due to 
various issues and farmers leaving. One sold up, another had family problems. 
I don’t remember what happened to the others. 

 ‘Don’t you also recall that Tom said he would like to restart the programme 
at some stage. Maybe you should follow it up?’ It now came back to Ben. He 
could recall the name of the decision psychologist who was supposed to assist 
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this group. He seemed a down-to-earth, practical guy which was the last thing 
he expected from someone labelled a ‘psychologist’. He seemed to have good 
ideas about helping decision-makers. 

  Issues Raised in this Chapter Worthy 
of Further Explanation and Study 

 The CABI books referenced include:

   (1)    Farm Business Management: The Fundamentals of Good Practice .  
  (2)    Farm Business Management: The Human Factor , 2nd edition.  
  (3)    Farm Business Management: Analysis of Farming Systems .  
  (4)    Farm Business Management: The Core Skills .  

   And the 5M book:

   (5)    The Intuitive Farmer: Inspiring Management Success .  

   Book (1) contains abridged contents of some sections of Books (2) to (4) for 
general teaching purposes and is referred to in preference to the others as much 
as possible. 

 Some of the specific references to the books given below may also be 
included in some other chapters as the issues brought up in each chapter are 
not necessarily unique. 

 Besides learning about the important issues covered in the book through 
sourcing the textbook back-up material, following through with exercises and 
assignments can reinforce the issues and help learning. At the end of each 
chapter of Book (1), case studies and exercises are provided. Make use of those 
that cover your areas of interest and need. For teachers, available online are 
sets of PowerPoint slides covering all the issues isolated that may provide some 
further reinforcement assistance. 

 Where topics come up which are not covered in the books referenced, use 
is made of the internet, Wikipedia references and Google Scholar to provide 
material formally outlining useful discourses. In these cases the user should be 
critical of the material appearing, make sure it is authentic and that it comes 
from a reputable source. 

  Learning from this chapter 

     1)   Regular farm walks and inspections are critical to efficient management as 
Ben clearly recognizes. You need to know the current state of affairs to enable 
making the decisions appropriate for the current situation. Both farm walks and 
reviewing the outside world for situations that influence decisions (e.g. world 
markets, government/local body rules and regulations) require keen observation 
skills. See Chapter 10 (‘Observation’) in Book (1).
 2) Ben considers what crops he should plant and thinks about crop rotations. It 
is important to make plans which take into account the whole farm to allow for 
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the finding of resources and  allowing for all work commitments. Labour is a flow 
resource so if it is not used when available it is lost for all time, and while on a 
yearly basis there might be sufficient labour on average, peaks and troughs occur 
so care must be taken to select a farm system in which the peaks do not demand 
more labour than can be provided. In some cases delays won’t be a problem, but 
in others they can lead to lost production and impacts on product quality. See the 
section on ‘Time Management’ in Chapter 2.5 in Book (4), and also a less detailed 
view of time management in ‘Time Management’ in Chapter 11 of Book (1).  
      To select the components of a good rotation requires comparing the require-
ments of each crop and their relative profi tability. See Chapter 4 (‘Budgeting 
Theory’) and Chapter 5 (‘Budgeting Practicalities’) in Book (1). For modelling 
alternatives, see Chapter 15 in Book (1) (in particular the sections on ‘Linear 
Programming’ (sections under 15.2), and for greater detail on linear program-
ming and its practicalities, see Chapters 11 and 12 in Book (3)).  
      A good understanding of the theory of making decisions is very important 
and covers what to produce, how to produce as well as how much to produce. 
It is all based on the principles of economic production: see Chapter 2 in Book 
(1). Similarly, planning requires good skills in looking ahead to predict expected 
situations. See ‘Introduction and Imagination and Creativity’ as well as 
‘Visualization’ in Chapter 11, Book (1).  
   3)   Plans, however, should never be adhered to ‘come what may’. As conditions 
change (prices, soil moisture, disease factors, soil fertility) plans should always 
be reviewed and decisions made to suit the current conditions. This may require 
changes. To understand the management principles involved see the section on 
‘The Nature of the Management Problem’ under ‘Non-certainty’ in Chapter 3 of 
Book (1). Also see 13.21 in Book (3), and more generally Chapter 13 covering 
dynamic programming concepts and management strategies.  
      To fully understand the impacts of risk and uncertainty it is important to 
think about the sources of non-certainty and the possible mitigating systems 
and choices – see Chapter 6 in Book (1). It is also important to understand 
the nature of decision-making on primary production properties. See all but 
the last section of Chapter 1 in Book (1) and Chapter 3 in Book (1) which 
 describe some of the diffi cult issues which must be understood and faced 
when making decisions in an uncertain world.  
   4)   Through being part of a group of farmers who meet to review decisions and 
accordingly help each other, with the support of professionals, Ben learnt a lot 
about the many principles of making good decisions. With practice these prin-
ciples became part of his inherent thinking. This led to improved decision intu-
ition. This whole process has been described in Book (5). This book can be used 
as a resource for farmers and students to better understand acquiring informed 
intuition. The core of the lessons learnt by the farmers, as concluded by the 
farmers, is listed in the chapter above.  
   5)   Ben recognized the obvious: that to be a good manager it is necessary to be 
familiar with the latest technology, prices and costs as well as likely trends. 
In Ben’s case the price received for the products was determined by the world 
markets. There were no government-backed guarantees. However, while not 
mentioned, a farmer can always use hedge markets to set some base prices. 
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Search the web for information on how these markets work. Also review obser-
vation skills, covered in Chapter 10 of Book (1).  
   6)   Being part of the research group, Ben learnt that appropriate record-keep-
ing was crucial to good management. To fi nd out about setting up appropriate 
systems refer to Chapter 1.8 in book (4). Also see Chapter 8 (sections 8.1 to 8.5 
inclusive) in Book (1). Ben, being interested in improving his intuitive skills, 
found detailed diary keeping was important for reviewing the lessons from 
 decisions and experience. See the section on ‘Improving Farmers’ Intuitive 
Skills’ in Chapter 7 of Book (2).  
   7)   Ben recognizes, as does Jill, that he has an anxious personality impacting on 
several parts of his, and family, life. Ben’s locus of control (LOC) attitude refl ects 
that he is not totally convinced he has control over the outcomes from the farm. 
To understand a little about the impacts of anxiety see the section on ‘Stress and 
Decisions’ in Chapter 13 of Book (1). For further information see ‘Coping and 
Avoidance Measures’ in Book (2), and also the sections ‘Model of Infl uencing 
Factors’, ‘Personality Trait Characteristics’ and ‘Physiological/behavioural 
Aspects’. For LOC see the section of this name in Chapter 3 of the same book.  
   8)   The explanation of intuition research noted the farmers were asked to 
complete questionnaires on their management style, LOC and objectives. 
It should be noted that these questionnaires are given in the appendices, including 
explanations of their use. Another questionnaire that may be of interest is focused 
on assessing a farmer’s aptitude for farming success. This is listed in Appendix A2 
of Book (1).             

   Notes 

   1   See the appendices for a full list of the questions in the locus of control test.  

   2   See the appendices for a full list of the questions in the objective assessment questionnaire. 

  3 See the appendices for the full list of questions in the management style test questionnaire.   
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