
Stepping into Sustainability

Deliberate Progress — Part 3
How to pivot while protecting legacy.

The first two parts of this series 
(Hereford World, July and September 
2026) walked through the first four 
steps of the EVOLVE framework (see 
graphic). Now comes the question 
some may dread: “What happens if 
we actually make this change?” 

Even sound ideas generated 
through a planning process take 
a bit of pain to implement and to 
ultimately become new habits. The 
final two steps in the EVOLVE 
process — Visualize and Engineer 
— offer help by running scenarios to 
demonstrate how a change in practice 
will look and what it will affect. 

Visualize the future
Every management change creates 
ripple effects throughout the 
operation. A grazing change may 
require different water placement. 
New fencing may alter labor 
requirements. A grant-funded 
conservation practice may solve one 
problem while creating another. 
Looking beyond the first result helps 
identify second- and third-order 
consequences before they become 
expensive surprises.

One way to scenario plan is 
to mentally “walk the ranch” six 
months, one year and three years 
into the future. Picture a typical 
day during calving, hay season 
or breeding season. What looks 
different? What becomes easier? 
What takes longer? Sometimes, 
the hidden costs (or unexpected 
benefits) only become visible when 
you imagine the practice becoming 
part of everyday life rather than a 
special project.

Don’t forget that people matter 
just as much as economics. 
Sustainability decisions succeed when 
they fit the people managing them. 

Some questions to consider: 
•	 Who will actually do the work?
•	 Does this reduce stress or 

create more?
•	 Will this simplify management or 

add complexity?
•	 Does this support the family’s 

long-term goals?
Ultimately, sustainability should 

make the operation stronger not 
simply busier.

Engineer the next steps
Engineering the future means 
turning ideas into repeatable systems. 
Obviously, a broad goal of improving 
sustainability isn’t really worth 
much and is even harder to put into 
practice. There are things you can 
measure that affect sustainability, 
such as scheduling regular pasture 
evaluations, tracking feed losses, and 
of course, holding annual family 
planning meetings. 

Another effective way to engineer 
a path forward is to simply test and 
demo, before making a total farm 
change. Test one pasture, one field 
or one group of cattle. Pilot projects 

reduce financial risk while generating 
information specific to that practice. 

Checkpoints are useful, too. 
Engineers constantly evaluate and 
tweak, measuring one item against 
another to build the best design. A 
farm and ranch can do that, too, 
by taking the time to build regular 
checkpoints into every new practice. 
After 30 days, 90 days, one grazing 
season or one production cycle, ask:

•	 What is working?
•	 What is more difficult 

than expected?
•	 What is saving time?
•	 What is costing more?
•	 Would we make this 

decision again?
Strategy is not a one-time exercise, 

and sustainability is built through 
progress, not perfection. Every 
thoughtful improvement strengthens 
the operation for the next season, 
the next generation and the next 
opportunity. Agriculture has always 
rewarded those who are willing to 
learn, adapt and continue moving 
forward while staying true to the 
values that built the operation. 

Let’s continue the conversation.  

Sarah Beth Aubrey is an entrepreneur and 
founder of The Envoy Group. She can be 
reached at sarah@sarahbethaubrey.com.
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EVOLVE: 6 PROVEN STEPS TO UNLOCK PROGRESS, RESOLVE CONFLICT, AND MOVE FORWARD
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