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Whether you’ve been in your role in the dairy industry 
one week, one year, or one-half century, you have made 
a difference – consciously or unconsciously. Every 
choice you make shapes the difference you make. The 
magnitude of the difference you make is related to your 
commitment to your purpose. Knowing your purpose 
can also drive more intentional choices. What are you 
intentionally choosing to do to make a difference?

People who work in dairy are special people. It takes 
skill, dedication, and resiliency to work in dairy – like 
no other industry with whom I have worked over the 
last 30+ years. To me, what separates the great from 
the near great is not technical skills, but more often, 
attitude and behavior. I agree with author J.K. Rowling, 
“It is our choices that show what we truly are, far more 
than our abilities.”

As you look ahead to the future of the dairy industry, 
will the same choices and behaviors that have gotten 
you here be sufficient, or are some changes warranted? 
What has been holding you back from making the dif-
ferences you desire? What could you do next time to 
overcome the resistance to change? This session will 
focus on a formula for your future for making a differ-
ence. The formula can be applied to most any aspect of 
life to help you move forward. The formula identifies the 
forces of change and why each is needed to overcome 
resistance to change. Use of this change formula will 
be demonstrated through 5 core behaviors of business 
professionals who choose to make a positive difference. 

LOOKING AHEAD TO THE FUTURE OF DAIRY

According to February 2018 USDA data summarized by 
Progressive Dairy (Table 1), average milk per cow (lbs/
cow/year) and herd size have increased every year in the 

Table 1. Fifteen-year overview of changes in the number and size of U.S. dairy farms and dairy cow perform-
ance (Progressive Dairy, 2019).

Year Total milk production 
(mil of lbs)

Number of cows 
(in 1000s)

Milk per cow 
(lbs per year)

Licensed dairy 
herds Average herd size

2004 170,832 9,010 18,960 66,830 135
2005 176,931 9,050 19,550 64,540 140
2006 181,782 9,137 19,895 62,070 147
2007 185,654 9,189 20,204 59,130 155
2008 189,982 9,315 20,395 57,127 163
2009 189,334 9,203 20,573 54,942 168
2010 192,848 9,119 21,148 53,132 172
2011 196,164 9,194 21,336 51,291 179
2012 200,537 9,233 21,720 49,281 187
2013 201,231 9,224 21,816 46,975 196
2014 206,054 9,257 22,259 44,809 207
2015 208597 9,314 22,396 43,534 214
2016 212,405 9,325 22,778 41,819 223
2017 215,466 9,392 22,941 40,219 234
2018 217,575 9,399 23,149 37,468 251
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last 15-years. At the same time, the number of licensed 
dairy herds have declined. Many of you were involved in 
helping transition those dairies that left the industry and 
helping others grow. Your challenge and opportunity for 
the next 15 years are to help the remaining viable herds 
have the resiliency to excel beyond the next downturn.  

What do you predict will happen in the U.S. Dairy industry 
for the next 15 years? At the 2018 Penn State Dairy Nu-
trition Workshop, Jack Britt reported his predictions for 
change in the dairy cow and the dairy farm over the next 
fifty years (Britt, 2018). Many of those changes involve 
automation and new technological advancements. One 
sure thing is that change will continue in the dairy indus-
try. In the next 15 years, some of you and your customers 
will retire, some will move, some will start families, some 
will become empty nesters, some will spend time with 
grandchildren, some will change their business card 
(again) because of a buy-out, acquisition, or creation of a 
new business. And the list goes on. Change will continue 
and difference makers will be needed.

MAKE A DIFFERENCE

According to the Meriam Webster dictionary, “make a dif-
ference” means: 1. To cause a change; to be important 
in some way, 2. To do something that is important; to 
do something that helps people or to make the world a 
better place. To cause a change that helps people. Who 
comes to mind when thinking of people who have made 
a difference in the U.S. dairy industry over your career? 

What role have YOU had in helping to affect and/or 
manage through this 15-year change across the U.S. 
dairy industry? What feed, nutrition, and management 
choices did you advise for your clients? How did those 
choices affect production and health of the herd, breed-
ing and genetic decisions, youngstock management, 
manure, barns and equipment design and use, overall 
farm profitability, and most of all, how did your choices 
affect the people – the employees, the managers, the 
owner, the families, the veterinarian, the banker, the 
dairy coop/processor, and other key influencers of the 
dairy? What advice to adopt a recommended change 
did you give to your customers that was not adopted? 
What kept them (and you) from moving forward? Why 
were you unable to make that difference with that client?

FIVE CORE BEHAVIORS OF PROFESSIONALS WHO 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE

In my career, I have had the fortunate opportunity to 
connect with people who have made a difference in the 

U.S. dairy industry (and in my life) – farmers, teachers, 
scientists, veterinarians, consultants, business leaders, 
innovators, entrepreneurs, and gifted communicators. 
While ‘what’ they did was important, it was ‘how and 
why’ they did it that stands out to me. So, I have nar-
rowed a long list of positive behaviors that ‘make a differ-
ence’ that I have observed over my career down to five.  

Five behaviors of professionals that make a long-term 
difference:

1. They understand and leverage the forces of change

2. They invest time and energy in what CAN be rather 
than what is

3. They seek alignment and integration when recom-
mending a change in an open, mutually beneficial 
way

4. They understand and are dedicated to their personal 
purpose 

5. They seek to continuously learn more and to better 
themselves

1. They understand and leverage forces of change 

If you have chosen to work in the dairy industry, you 
have chosen an important role that will affect change 
– hopefully a positive change! Whether the expected 
change is incremental or transformational, the forces 
of change are the same according to experts in the 
field of change management. Let’s explore the forces 
of change that can lead to making a difference for you, 
your customers, and your organizations.

The first change formula (Table 2) published in business 
management was developed by Gleicher in the 1960s, 
yet it is most often attributed to Beckhard and Harris 
(1977, 1987). A few years later, the change formula was 
updated (Dannemiller, 1992) and then updated again 
(Latham, 2016). I suppose one would expect a ‘change’ 
formula to be changed over time, right?! [I first learned 
of the change formula from Monty G. Miller, EdD, (1998) 
when I was working at the Monsanto Dairy Business, 
and we have seen a lot of interesting change in food 
and agriculture over the years.]

This session will utilize the latest version of the Change 
Formula (C = D × V × F × B > R). Change (C) occurs 
when dissatisfaction of the status quo (D) exists, along 
with an aligned vision (V) for the change, and a cred-
ible/believable (B) plan associated with taking the first 
steps (F) is accepted by stakeholders. Change occurs as 
long as those four forces of change are greater than the 
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resistance (R) and/or cost of the change. The ‘change 
equation’ was recently updated to include the force of 
‘believability’ (B) associated with the vision (V) and the 
plan (F). Believability and/or credibility help improve the 
rate of adoption of the planned change.   

To overcome the inertia of the resistance to change (R), 
one needs all four forces in place (Dissatisfaction (D), 
Vision (V), First Steps (F), Believability (B)). Otherwise, 
a missing force in the equation (a zero) times any other 
force is zero. In turn, if the D or the V or the F or B are miss-
ing, then the planned change is unlikely to sustainably 
overcome the resistance to change. Were one or more 
of these forces missing when you were unable to help 
a client make a difference and/or change in the past?

Difference makers choose to address the dissatisfaction 
with the current situation, create a compelling desired 
reality, and overcome the resistance to change to gain 
successful adoption of changes that make a differ-
ence. Recognizing the forces of change and leveraging 
that knowledge to help producers implement a change 
distinguishes those who make a positive difference 
from those who long to make a positive difference. 
Most nutritionists and consultants work to identify ar-
eas of the operation where a difference can be made 
through identifying the rate limiting steps of the dairy, 
or the ‘bottlenecks’ (Jones, 1996). We find bottlenecks 
by listening, walking, looking, reading, smelling, and 
(sometimes) tasting. Some of those bottlenecks have 
been there a long time, some are new.  

How do we increase our client’s Dissatisfaction with 
the Status Quo? Shifting from status quo takes time 

and exploration. Some key questions include: Why is 
the customer not dissatisfied enough to have already 
made a change? What is holding him/her back? How 
can you move that customer beyond status quo? A 
comparison to other farms? Feedback from other stake-
holders (DVM, banker, milk hauler, etc.)? Comparison 
of current situation to an industry (or herd) standard or 
benchmark? Financial calculation for lost opportunity? 
Others? When encouraging a change, dairy nutritionists 
and consultants are leveraging the forces of change to 
help create enough tension to overcome the inertia of 
the status quo and move towards the direction needed. 
As nutritionists and consultants, we continuously moni-
tor and manage this ‘tension’ to keep the organization 
moving forward with every choice we advise.  

2. They invest time and energy in what CAN be rather 
than what is (V) 

Another behavior that distinguishes those who make 
a positive difference from those who long to make a 
positive difference is the choice to focus on what can 
be rather than what is. Difference-makers are able to 
help others see what’s possible. They help to create a 
vision (V) of the ideal future state. They invest the time 
and energy in preparation for client calls to anticipate 
needs for the future.

A compelling Vision of a new reality pulls the change 
and provides a stronger force to the left side of the 
change equation to overcome resistance. It is our role 
to help paint a picture of that vision for the producer. 
Show it. Feel it. Hear it. Communicate the Vision in the 
best way that the producer can ‘take in’ and ‘process’ 
the desired future state.  

Table 2. The Formula for Change in management consulting helps to analyze the potential success or failure of 
a change initiative.

C = A × B × D > X where:

C is change
A is the status quo dissatisfaction
B is a desired clear state
D is practical steps to the desired 
state
X is the cost of change

C = D × V × F > R where:

C is change
D is dissatisfaction with how things 
are now
V is vision of what is possible
F is first concrete steps that can be 
taken towards the vision
R is resistance to change

C = D × V × F × B > R where:

C is change
D is dissatisfaction with how things 
are now
V is vision of what is possible
F is first concrete steps that can be 
taken towards the vision
B is believability or credibility of the 
plan
R is resistance to change

Change Equation  
(Gleicher, 1960; Beckhard, 1977)

Updated Change Equation  
(Dannemiller, 1992)

Latest Updated Change Equation  
(Latham, 2016)
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3. They seek alignment and integration when recom-
mending a change (V and F)

Those who make a positive difference don’t PUSH their 
choices on clients. Instead, they choose to invest time 
with other stakeholders of the dairy who have influence 
on the client. The goal is to seek alignment of the vision 
for the change. According to Latham, “alignment and 
integration determine the degree to which the dissat-
isfaction, vision, and the first steps are consistent and 
working together.” Alignment and integration take time 
and often are an overlooked step for sustained change.

The attitude and approach of difference makers is an 
open, mutually beneficial tone of engagement with 
stakeholders. Buy-in by key stakeholders brings believ-
ability (B) and credibility to the difference made by the 
change. One way the resistance (R) to change can be 
reduced is through a collaborative approach. Involv-
ing the producer and stakeholders in designing and 
implementing the change creates a higher likelihood of 
long-term sustained success. One of the most important 
components for a sustainable change is the degree to 
which change produces value for multiple stakeholders 
(i.e., producer, consultant, company rep, banker).

Clear first steps (F) give momentum to the force of 
change, especially if it is a credible/believable (B) vi-
sion. Yet, the tension created by dissatisfaction and the 
believable vision can create paralysis if there is not a 
credible plan to achieve the vision. Beckhard and Harris 
(1987) refer to this as the “practicality of the change.” 
Difference makers know how to communicate the 
practicality of a change. It is one thing to be dissatisfied 
with the current situation, but quite another to know 
what to do about it, so clear (practical) first steps are 
necessary. Seldom do we know all the required steps 
up front to accomplish big changes, but it is important 
to know the first steps in order to create the moment 
for movement forward.  

Change can be daunting and overwhelming, and some-
times it can feel impossible to move forward. Yet as 
Desmond Tutu is quoted as saying, “there is only one 
way to eat an elephant: a bite at a time.” Developing a 
high-level project plan (key actions, deliverables, and 
benefits) in collaboration with the producer and/or 
other stakeholders can help increase the motivation 
for change and improve its sustainability. A common 
tool for establishing a ‘bite at a time’ is the SMART goal 
approach – Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant 
and Time-bound.

4. They understand and are dedicated to their per-
sonal purpose (C)

Another behavior that distinguishes those who make 
a positive difference from those who long to make a 
positive difference is the choice to understand and 
dedicate their lives to their personal purpose. What do 
we mean by purpose? An aspirational definition of pur-
pose is ‘the point at which your talents, skills, abilities, 
and gifts intersect with a need in the world around you.’ 
In my experience, people with a sense of purpose are 
driven, focused, committed, and shine from the inside. 
They relish their work and rarely complain. They seem 
undeterred from what they believe is their purpose on 
earth and have an inexhaustible drive. They don’t give 
up on what they believe in. These people seem to have a 
better understanding of what is truly important and what 
is not, what to say ‘yes’ to, and (more importantly) what 
to say ‘no’ to. Many times, people with purpose have 
some aspect of turning their “mess into a message” 
to be of service to others. Difference makers have real 
meaning associated with how they use their past choices 
and how they intentionally make new ones.  

5. They seek to continuously learn more and to better 
themselves (B)

Most U.S. adults feel that they will need to update their 
skills and training in order to succeed in their careers 
as workplaces continue to evolve. People who make a 
positive difference proactively choose to learn more and 
to better themselves. They don’t wait for it to be offered 
to them. The difference makers in dairy that I have come 
to know are intellectually curious, voracious readers 
(including material outside of their core industry), own 
(and leverage) more in-person connections than most, 
they practice their purpose daily, and most of them 
take their jobs seriously (but don’t take themselves too 
seriously). They are also great communicators (written 
and oral) and show a high interest in others. They are 
believable and are deemed credible.

Making a positive difference always seems easier to me 
when helping someone else, than when I need to change 
my OWN behavior to make a positive difference. Maybe 
that is true for most of us? So, I leave you with a simple 
exercise to help make a significant, positive difference 
in YOU. This exercise is called “Feedforward” and comes 
from Marshall Goldsmith (2007), a world-renowned 
business leadership coach and author of many best-
selling business management books. Feedforward 
begins with some self-analysis. Identify a behavior that 
you would like to change to make a positive difference 
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in your life. For example, “I want to be a better listener.” 
Follow this five-step process:

1. PICK a behavior that you want to change.

2. DESCRIBE this objective clearly in a one-on-one con-
versation with anyone.

3. ASK that person for 2 suggestions that might help 
you achieve the positive change in your selected 
behavior in the future.

 [The only ground rule is that there can be no mention 
of the past. Everything is about the future – what can 
be.]

4. LISTEN attentively to the suggestions for the future 
that might help you achieve a positive change in your 
selected behavior. Then say THANK YOU.

 [The only ground rule is that you are not allowed to 
judge, rate, or critique the suggestion in any way.  

 You can’t even say something positive such as ‘that is 
a good idea.’ The only allowable response is THANK 
YOU.]

5. REPEAT with other people.

Will you make the change (C) in your behavior? Will 
you be dissatisfied (D) enough to move from the status 
quo? Have your conversations in the exercise created 
a picture (V) for the future you? What other ‘first steps’ 
(F) have you gathered from the exercise, other than to 
DO the exercise? How has engaging other ‘stakeholders’ 
in the process helped to overcome your resistance (R) 
to change? Have fun with the exercise and let me know 
how it goes for you.

CONCLUSION

What will you choose to do to make a difference as you 
move through the next year? Choosing to make a dif-
ference puts you in control. Otherwise, others will make 
the choice for you. The five behaviors described today 
are important for making a difference and for building 
resiliency through the ups and downs of life. Resiliency 
is key to thriving, especially in the dairy industry.  
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