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Multi-Generation Farm Family Beef Cattle Operations: 
Family Harmony vs. Family Conflicts
“Keeping a Positive Focus for Family Farming Success”  

        Simple misunderstandings as well as the stress of managing a farming operation can quite easily damage the personal relationships between family members as well as with employees in the farm’s work force.  Too often the inability to effectively communicate with family members and/or employees in farm’s workplace along with the added failure to handle disagreements in a positive manner can easily hamper the harmony as well as restrict the profitability of a farm family business operation.  
Potential Areas of Disagreement for Multi-Generation Family Farms 

         The most frequent pitfall in a multi-generation family farm operation is the question of decision making and actual control of the farm business.  “Who has the final say in farm business decisions?  Who is really the boss of the farming operation?”  Family member relationships are quick to fail when individuals discover that their input does not even count or their ideas are never listened to.  This often happens in a family business where Dad always wears the BOSS hat.  The adult children working in this family business find out that they are just hired help.  With no chance to provide input and never being involved in the decision making process, they soon lose motivation to work hard and lack the initiative to succeed in the business.  

         Another area of potential disagreement is the concept of implementing new ideas for a change in the farming operation.  Some individuals react to “change” as a threat to their security.  A common reaction is “you are trying to take over” or “you are trying show me what to do”.  What is most frustrating to some family members is that their new ideas would work.  Their attitude might be “if I am doing the work, why not let me do it my way.  Who cares as long as the job gets done?”   All this leads to an ineffective farm family work force with a lot of bickering and distrust between individuals.
         The lack of time off and vacation time for family members can be another pitfall to a farm family work force.  Family members become too closely tied to the working demands and stress of the farm operation.  With no opportunity to relax and lacking needed family personal time, this quickly adds to the stress and endless pressure of a farm business.  This can even lead to martial problems for some family members.
         Many family operations simply fail to identify and carry out both personal and business goals for their business.  Without these goals, there are no priorities or direction for these family members and employees  to follow through with.  This only fosters potential disagreements between family members and employees.

A final pitfall leading to family conflicts in the work force is the failure to keep personal lifestyles between family members out of the business operation itself.  The trick is to manage the farming operation as a business and keep the differences in personal values out of the family operation.  Letting the personal strife interfere with good management decision making will only result in an ineffective family farming operation with poor communications between these family members.          
      The Seven Most Common Mistakes That Lead to Family Farming Failures 

          During my 32 years of counseling with farm family operations, I can trace every farm family failure (these families are no longer farming today) to one of seven mistakes.  These failures between farm family members did not result from farm production failures (i.e. crop disaster due to drought) or even financial troubles, but the inability of the family members effectively communicate and work together in a team effort approach in their farming business enterprise.  Identifying and avoiding these common mistakes can lead to a more productive farm family work force with a greater degree of harmony.

Mistake #1:  Let a father-adult son or father-adult daughter farming relationship turn into a parent-child relationship.   Not all family members are meant to farm together.  Some Dads may not be willing to share control and decision making with their adult children working into the farm business.  If Dad always wears the BOSS hat in the farming operation (i.e. my way or else), these adult children may lose their motivation for working in the family farming operation and be quick to leave the farm if another opportunity comes along in order to escape the BOSS hat.     

Mistake #2:  Family members “gossip” about each other rather than talking to each other to resolve their differences.  Gossip only leads to misunderstandings in any family work force situation.  These misunderstandings quickly turn into conflict between the family members.  One simple rule about gossip: never do it.  If you cannot honestly tell another person (family member or employee) what you are feeling, may be you should not be telling someone else.  

Mistake #3:  Family members carry a “personal grudge” against each other.  Grudges in any type of relationship solve nothing.  Grudges only lead to more stress and tension among the family members and employees in the work force.  Over time these grudges will even lead to health problems.  If you are mad or upset at someone (which is a normal feeling), tell them about it in a positive manner and explain your reasons why.  And then forget it and move forward in the relationship.  Many individuals want to harbor the resentment as long as possible in hopes of getting back at the other person later.  That strategy solves nothing and results in a broken relationship. 
Mistake #4:   Simple family (or employee) disagreements turn into family fights.  Arguments go beyond the boiling point and tempers now take over.  There is no cooling off period and words/threats are exchanged that may cause irrepairable damage in the working relationships of the farm family work force. It is not wrong to disagree with someone else as long as there is respect and trust in that relationship.  Disagreeing is one issue but fighting about it is an entirely different issue in the family work force.  The people can disagree with each other and still be friends.  But if they fight with each other, their friendship quickly ends.
Mistake #5:   Family members as well as employees in the farm’s work force are not able to have open and honest discussions.  Persons are not able “to say what they mean and mean what they say” when discussing issues with others.  They disguise their feelings or cloud over the real issue involved.  This failure to communicate effectively with other family members and/or employees only invites a farming business failure.  Rather than working together as a team, they end up working against each other.

Mistake #6:   Family members fail to set goals for both the family and the farm business.  They are not able to discuss priorities and determine a direction for the future of their farm business operation.  Without goals and priorities, these family members are “never running in step together” while farming together in the family work force.  There is no formal decision making process.  The family may bump along from one  internal crisis to the next crisis.  
Mistake #7:  Family members in the farm’s work force are simply not willing to get along with each other. They are not willing to get along together as a family.  There is no team effort approach to their working relationships in the work force.  They only care about their own feelings and what’s in it for them.  The lack of harmony quickly leads a feeling of hostility among everyone in the farm’s work force.   
           Personal Characteristics of Farm Families with Strong Relationships 
       I have observed nine personal characteristics (values) in farm family relations who a have demonstrated a strong positive working relationship between the family members as well as employees who are involved in the farm’s work force.   The overall success of their farm business is largely due to their ability to work together as a family with a sense of purpose to accomplish their farm’s mission statement.

Characteristic #1:  They have adopted a team effort approach to their farm business.  They value family time together.  Family events and celebrations are important and a priority.  Everyone feels that they are a stakeholder in the business and that their contributions are recognized and important.    
Characteristic #2:  Family members are able to effectively communicate with each other.  More importantly, they take the time to listen to each other and understand the concerns of others.  The feelings of others are important to them.      
Characteristic #3:  There is a sense of commitment to each other as a family.  There is a strong bond of family loyalty.   Everyone has a feeling of pride for their farming operation and what they have accomplished together as a family work force.     
Characteristic #4:  They have a religious faith as a family.  Their spiritual life is an actual part of their family life.  The common belief that they share together gives this family the inner strength to get through any type of a difficult situation while holding the family together.

Characteristic #5:  These families have learned how to deal with a crisis within the family and/or the farm business.  They have faced a difficult situation together.  Family members supported and encouraged each other during these difficult times.  That strength to overcome adversity came from within the family itself.  
Characteristic #6:  Strong families are positive families.  They always focus on the positive aspects of any situation and never become trapped by a negative outlook or their own negative attitude.

Characteristic #7:  Family members share their appreciation for each other.  No one feels “left out” or “being taken for granted” by others.  They are quick to share their personal feelings with others.  These families are “caring families” who recognize the efforts and contributions by others.
Characteristic #8:  They have learned how to relax and to have fun as a family.  There is a sense of humor in their relationships.  Personal kidding is taken in stride with no ill feelings.  Family members are quick to share a smile and want to get along with others.  Family functions are fun times when everyone looks forward to getting together.  
Characteristic #9:  Strong families take the time to strengthen family values and to reaffirm their hopes and dreams as family members working together in the farm work force.   These values are passed on in the family from one generation to the next.  

Strategies to Help Resolve Family Conflicts in a Cattle Farming Operation  
       When counseling with farm families in the midst of conflict or disagreement, I have adopted and encouraged farm families to implement the following eight strategies in order to resolve these issues in the most positive manner possible. 

(1) Initiate an open and honest discussion between family members.  This is the starting point.  Family members must begin to communicate and share their feelings/concerns.  If individuals withdraw from the situation and will not even discuss it, there is no hope of ever working out a feasible solution. 
(2)  Keep all family discussions on an objective and positive basis.  Always keep a focus on finding a solution rather than finding blame with someone or accusing them of the problem.  Individuals get defensive when that happens.  Never allow anyone to say something negative about another person.  If there is a problem, point out what the solution might be to correct it.  Focus on how we can work together to resolve these conflicts in a positive manner.   
(3)  Try to identify the real problem cause.  "What is it that is really bothering someone?"  This again requires good communication in a more positive manner.  Sort things out and find the real issues that individuals are upset with.  Then work to finding an agreeable solution.  
(4)  Be assertive but not aggressive when sharing your views or feelings.  Be firm and state your position (feelings) without threatening and/or attacking the opinions of others.  When individuals threaten others or bully their way, others will withdraw from the situation entirely and are no longer willing to discuss the issue at hand.  This silence between members of the farm’s work force means troubles are ahead.    
(5)  Make sure other family members understand that even though you might disagree, you still love and respect them at all times.  Love and respect are the foundations that strong families are built with.  Without this foundation, there is little hope for harmony in the family work force. 
(6) Avoid the "insurmountable/no win" situations between family members.  Find a way compromise and work things out.  Every conflict requires a little “give and take” by everyone to reach closure in solving conflict.
(7)  Build a feeling of trust between all family members.   Individuals will share their feelings with others only if feel trusted (not threatened).  This feeling of trust also builds a feeling of respect between these family members in the farm’s work force. 
(8) Remember it takes (1) Patience, (2) Persistence, (3) Understanding, (4) Courage, (5) Personal Strength and (6) Forgiveness.  It takes a lot of effort by all family members for any farm business to be successful as a family operation work force.
        Disagreements in a family or with farm employees are actually normal.  Disputes within a family farm business operation are sometimes unavoidable.  Disagreements are part of life itself but they do not have to ruin relationships with other family members or with farm employees.  Conflict can destroy the trust for others if the farm(s working environment itself is not supportive and understanding of others.  Remember that fairness is the key issue in resolving any conflict situation between individuals.  Learning to deal with conflict in a positive manner can actually lead to personal growth as an individual.  Always look for win-win situations.  Make a concession or two as a friendly gesture of good will to show you want to get along.        The real trick to improving relationships in the farm family work force as well as  improving communications with other family members and/or with farm employees is learning (how to have your disagreements with another person without being disagreeable(.
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1          Helpful Hints to Consider for Multi-Generation Family Cattle Farming 
1.  Do not rush into any type of family farm business arrangement.  Too many times contracts are signed or loan mortgages are secured and then things don't work out as planned.  Be sure that a son or daughter really has the motivation to farm and that everyone has the ability to get along and work together.  Give a family farming situation a "trial run" before setting up and signing any formal agreements.

2.  Be sure to talk things out ahead of time.  Too many important decisions are made under time pressure or emotional stress.  Give everyone a chance to review the situation and think things through before reacting and reaching a final decision.

3. Take the opportunity to talk about the "what if" situations that could arise in a family farming operation.  Build some escape clauses/options into any formal arrangements.  Avoid being “locked into a situation” with no way out.

4.  Find a way to openly discuss (1) goals, (2) personal feelings, and (3) expectations with all family members.  This will help to eliminate many of the misunderstandings and conflicts that can arise in family farming operations.  This will enable the family to have a directed focus when setting priorities for both their family and the farm business itself.

5.  Seek outside help/counseling when needed.  A third party opinion may help family members to better understand another point of view.  This outside influence encourages family members to work out disagreements in a more objective and professional manner.

6.  Recognize there will be "moments" in any family farming operation.  Keep a positive attitude and approach to working together.  Remember to smile and have fun while working together.  Keep business matters and problems separate from family social gatherings.  Try to keep problems and conflicts in their proper perspective.

7.  Always keep the communication process open between family members.  Take time to listen and understand the feelings of other family members.  Even if you disagree, be sure that there is an element of mutual respect between family members.  When family members will no longer communicate and withdraw their feelings, there is not much chance of a farming operation surviving to next generation as a profitable venture.
Ideas for Implementing Farm Family Business Meetings
1.  Set a specific date (i.e. first Monday morning of each month) so that farm family work force meetings are held on a regular basis throughout the entire year.

2.  The meeting place should be on neutral or friendly territory if possible.

3.
Establish an agenda for each meeting so that the meeting itself has a specific purpose to achieve.              Identify various reports (i.e. marketing, financial, etc.) to be presented during the meeting.  Provide a time      during each meeting for open discussion of ideas and suggestions to be shared with others.  

4.  Establish any necessary ground rules to be followed during these farm family work force business meetings.  (i.e. Who chairs each meeting session?  How are ideas to be agreed upon (voted on)?  How          are any farm business disagreements to be resolved by the family?)

5. Conduct each farm family work force meeting on a business-like basis.  Develop an attitude of              professionalism among family members and employees. Use proper business etiquette during the meeting.

6.  Keep minutes (records) of all major business decisions discussed and agreed upon.  This will help to clear up any potential misunderstandings that might develop later.

7.  Set aside one meeting date a year to discuss and establish both family and farm business goals for the next year ahead.  Review goals from the previous year that were discussed.  Both farm and family priorities need to be identified by the farm family members.  These priorities create a vision for working together to achieve any common goal set forth by the farm family operation.     

8.  Remember that implementing family farm business meetings on a regular basis (1) improves family     communications, (2) reinforces the feeling that the family farm is a team effort among all family        members, (3) eliminates any surprises among family members, (4) allows everyone in the family to be involved and better informed, and (5) helps to keep the "personal family biases" out of the business management of the farming operation itself.
Build a "Team Effort" Approach to Multi-Generation Family Farming 
        Remember that any successful multi-generation family farming operation requires a team effort approach by each individual family member and employee involved.   Each family member must have the same goal and desire to make that farming operation work as a family unit.  This certainly requires a little "give and take" by each family member.  The willingness to openly discuss individual feelings and expectations with each other is critical to the overall success of any family unit. 
       There must be underlying commitment to get along and work together as a family.  Having mutual respect for each other as a family member as well as the willingness to listen and understand the feelings of others is needed to achieve this team effort approach to a farm family work force operation.

The most important aspect of this team effort approach is that each individual family member feels important and a part of the family farming operation.  No matter how large or even how small the actual contribution by each family member to the farming operation itself, each person needs to feel important and included within the family farming unit.  Each individual family member must be given the opportunity for a degree of responsibility in the farm business and a chance to gain recognition for their efforts which contribute to the overall success of the farming operation.
Relations in any family operation suffer when one discovers that decisions are being made by others that affect their happiness and well-being, and they are not allowed to be a part of or have a voice in those decisions.  Suspicions and mistrust among family members quickly surface when this happens.  This lack of trust breaks down communications between family members.  Individuals withdraw and become reluctant to share their inner most personal feelings with others.  Once this trust between family members is destroyed, open and honest communications cease to occur.  Misunderstandings quickly lead to conflicts among these farm family work force members.  A family farming operation that ends up being dissolved is often the result of the family trouble and personal conflicts between family members that occurs when they are not able to get along and work together. 

Summary: Family Loyalty and Family Pride

Building a feeling of family loyalty and pride is important.  This common bond of being a family working together to achieve the same goals provides the inner strength for a family to face the stress and daily pressures of the farming operation itself.  Strong family relationships are characterized by a true sense of loyalty to their farm operation as well as to each other. Never underestimate the importance and positive impact of having personal pride for a multi-generation family farm.  Strong families are proud families.  Remembering that the family itself is a higher priority than the farm is a value that each family member needs to understand and adhere to in their actions.  Striving toward building family harmony (while avoiding conflict) is one of the real secrets for success in a multi-generation farming operation.   It takes a real effort and commitment for each family member in a multi-generation farming operation to get along and create these strong family relationships.  Sharing a few simple words of appreciation and recognition can make a dramatic difference in any family.  This will have a very positive impact by actually fostering this commitment by each family member to the farm business as well as enhancing their motivation to continue their efforts in a productive manner that builds family harmony and a trusting respect for future family generations.
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