
ACT’s Playbook

Hire Right in 2021
Use the interview process to become more intentional about adding team members.

I just returned home from Oklahoma 
City and — wow — what a great 
time! Big shout out to the American 
Hereford Association team who made 
the event happen. 

In the barns, the mood was 
good; cattle people were so ready 
to get together. Besides the show, 
conversations centered around fresh 
starts. People talked of getting healthy 
or modernizing their business to 
protect against external factors. 

For the next two columns, I will 
focus on ways to upgrade your existing 
operation. First, we’ll cover hiring.

Here are three best practices: 

 1) Interview everyone before hiring 
— especially family members.

 2) Look for new hires within and 
outside your organization, 
including international or 
nontraditional employees.

 3) Use interviewing to find the 
best fit for a role and the 
accompanying job description; 
it is not about pass/fail metrics.

Searching for hires
It is not easy to entice someone into 
farm work, especially today when 
most people are far removed from 
production agriculture. The appeal 
of a labor-intensive job with seasonal 
hours is diminished when compared 
to a job with regular hours, a more 
comprehensive benefits package and a 
climate-controlled work environment. 
Before searching for hires, think about 
how to best market yourself and your 
operation. Consider how a potential 
candidate would see your business.

Begin with an honest gut-check and 
ask yourself a few questions:

 1) Does our farm or business look 
appealing to prospective hires?

 2) Do I offer the best available 
benefits, work environment 

and culture I can? If not, 
are there areas I can afford 
to change or upgrade?

 3) Should I consider two part-
time people for one job?

Interviewing practices
Once it’s time for an interview, there 
are many ways to quickly improve the 
process for onboarding new people. 
As stated above, the first step in 
interviewing is ensuring a level playing 
field for everyone; no one joins the 
operation without an interview, and 
that especially goes for family members.

While you may be excited about 
bringing a young person back 
to the ranch, recognize this will 
immediately change the existing 
dynamics. You want this transition to 
be a positive and smooth experience. 
Many families make the mistake 
of not creating a specific role for 
the returning graduate. Avoid this 
issue by taking time to interview 
and matching skills, knowledge and 
training to job functions on the farm 
as best you can. Someone returning 
to the operation isn’t always suited 
for every job at the onset.

Use the interview process to 
set some intentional development 
parameters. Here are a few tips to 
improve the way you interview: 

 • Conduct a pre-interview over 
a video platform to get the 
basic details out of the way, 
such as education, minimum 
qualifications and start-time 
availability. If the person isn’t a 
family member and you’re not 
interested in going forward, you 
will save time with this step.

 • To reduce distractions and 
interruptions, hold the in-person 
interview in a professional 
setting, such as the farm office 

or, even better, at an off-site, 
neutral location like your 
accountant’s conference room.

 • Make sure others on-site know 
you are interviewing a candidate. 
Hold calls, texts and emails 
for the duration unless it’s an 
emergency. If that happens, 
reschedule the interview; don’t 
try to shorten it because you 
will miss something essential.

 • Consider inviting some 
stakeholders or trusted advisors 
to participate in the interview, 
especially if you don’t have 
multiple layers of management 
in your operation. They may not 
make the final decision, but they 
can provide candid and valuable 
commentary on both positive 
and negative areas, especially if 
you are related to the candidate.

As you approach ways to 
modernize and up your leadership 
game in 2021, be intentional about 
adding team members. Experts 
estimate a farm will invest almost 
$20,000 (calculated in both cash 
and time value) searching, hiring, 
onboarding and training a new hire, 
even for the lowest-paid employees. 
If that person doesn’t fit and leaves 
the job after a brief time, that’s a 
lot of money wasted. So, consider 
putting more time into interviews 
as a time for both the operation 
and the applicant to discuss 
qualifications and past training, and 
come to a clear understanding of the 
responsibilities, tasks, compensation, 
hours and expectations.  

Sarah Beth Aubrey is an entrepreneur  
and founder of Aubrey Coaching and  
Training (ACT). She can be reached at  
sarah@sarahbethaubrey.com.
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