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PREFACE_______________________________ 


This publication is a step-by-step guide to a 
workshop on Information Management for 
Your Farm. It provides background on the 
need for this workshop and on its conceptual 
foundations. It suggests and leads facilitators 
through pre- and post-workshop activities as 
well as the actual workshop curriculum. 

This guide is designed for use by the commu
nity of farm advisors. This includes extension 
specialists, agents and educators, farm man
agement consultants, community college in
structors, information system developers and 
consultants, and other agriculture profession
als who may advise farmers on information 
management 

Information Management for Your Farm work
shop materials were developed through the 
NC-191 project, north central regional re-
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search on farm information systems. These 
materials are designed to help farm managers 
improve their information systems. Workshop 
participant evaluations to date suggest that 
the workshop provides a useful structure for 
evaluating and improving farm information 
systems. Results from the workshop can also 
provide data on farm information needs, 
which is important for future developments in 
farm information systems. 

Workshop facilitators are encouraged to pro
vide feedback on thes~ materials, as well as 
their experiences in conducting Information 
Management for Your Farm workshops. Send 
your comments to: Robert P. King, Depart
ment of Agricultural and Applied Economics, 
University of Minnesota, 1994 Buford Avenue, 
130 Classroom Office Building, St. Paul MN 
55108-6040. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ________ 


Information is fundamental in the manage
ment process. Its effective use can help farm 
managers control costs,increase profits, and 
use their time more efficiently. 

Information management technologies 
computer hardware, computer software and 
telecommunications systems - are steadily 
becoming more powerful and less costly. 
At the same time, new management services 
are making it easier for farm managers to 
draw on the production, marketing, and finan
cial management expertise of others. This 
means farm managers are more likely than 
ever to find information technologies and in
formation services that meet their needs. But, 
it also means that farm managers face increas
ingly complex and difficult choices regarding 
information management 

As the range of alternatives for information 
management expands, the changing business 
environment is placing new burdens on man
agers for record keeping, for communication 

with suppliers and market outlets, and for 
planning and analysis. For example, employ
ment record keeping requirements have 
expanded greatly as farm labor has become 
subject to unemployment and social security 
taxes and income tax with holdings. Similarly, 
agricultural chemical use records are now 
required. 

As direct marketing by farmers increases, 
many producers are also turning to direct mail 
advertising and the maintenance of closer ties 
with their customers. Doing this effectively 
requires improved records and more sophisti
cated information processing capabilities. 
And, as farms become larger and adopt new 
organizational structures to involve multiple 
family members, the need for more sophisti
cated planning tools and for improved com
munication among members of the manage
ment team increases. 

Many farm information systems were devel
oped before the emergence of these new 
information management needs. As a result, 
there is a need for many farmers to evaluate 
their current information systems and consider 
ways to improve them. 

The workshop materials presented in this 
facilitator'S guide will help farmers identify 
their information needs and improve their 
farm information systems. These materials are 
based on methods that have been successfully 
used to identify information system require
ments in non-agricultural businesses. These 
materials are also designed to support a 
sound, workable process that extension per
sonnel and private consultants can use to help 
farmers determine information system require
ments. Work sheet data developed by partici
pants during the workshop can potentially 
serve as a source of data for farm information 
systems research. 

Information Management for Your Farm work

shops are designed to help managers in three 
ways: 

(1) 	 The workshops focus attention on infor
mation needs 

(2) 	 The workshops acquaint farmers with 
possibilities for improving their informa
tion systems, and 

(3) 	 The workshops help farmers develop a 
long range strategy for making improve
ments in their information systems. 

The Information Management for Your Farm 
program and the supporting materials provid
ed in this volume center around a series of 
exercises and activities for members of farm 
management teams. Group discussion is used 
extensively, since farmers often have much 
to learn from each other. 

Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Station 2 
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Chapter Two of this facilitator's guide briefly 
reviews the conceptual foundations support
ing the workshop materials. Chapters Three, 
Four and Five are a step-by-step guide to the 
preparation for, presentation of, and follow-up 
after an Information Management for Your 
Farm workshop. 

Materials used in the workshops are illustrated 
throughout this guide. They include publicity 
materials, handouts, exercises, and overhead 
transparencies. Full-size master copies for all 
work sheets and transparencies are available 
from the authors. 

CHAPTER 1WO: CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS ___ 


A farm information system can be defined 
in broad terms as the collection of manual 
and/or computerized records, planning tools, 
procedures, outside services, and technolo
gies used in a farm business to gather, orga
nize, store and process information. People, 
including managers, family members, employ
ees and outside consultants are also parts 
of the information system. 

Every farm has an information system. Some 
farm information systems are more formally 
organized than others. Some are computer
ized. Others are not. No single information 
system is right for every manager. Rather, the 
characteristics of a "good" farm information 
system are closely related both to the charac
teristics of the business and to the manage
ment styles and skills of the people involved 
in the farm operation. 

The overall structure of these Information 
Management for Your Farm workshops is 
based on the framework for information sys
tem planning proposed by Gordon Davis and 
Margrethe Olson in their book, Management 
Information Systems: Conceptual Foundations, 
Structure, and Development (pages 447-450). 
They identify four major components of a 
long range information system plan: 

(1) 	 a statement of goals and objectives for 
the information system accompanied by 
a description of the major elements of 
the information system, 

(2) 	 an inventory of current capabilities, 

(3) 	 a forecast of developments that may 
affect the plan, and 

(4) 	 a specific plan for improving the informa
tion system through investments in hard
ware, software, training, office facilities, 
and outside services. 

Goals and objectives for an information sys
tem should be based on goals and objectives 
for the farm business, since an information 
system is simply a tool that helps managers 
achieve their business objectives. Similarly, the 
major elements of a farm's information system 
should reflect the enterprise mix and division 
of management responsibilities in the farm 
operation. 

Information system goals and objectives 
should be specific enough to provide definite 
direction for future improvements, yet flexible 
enough to permit response to changing op
portunities. For example, there might be two 
key objectives for the information system of a 
large cash grain farm. These could be to con
trol production costs, and to enhance reve
nues and manage price risk through the imple
mentation of a marketing strategy. Matching 
those objectives, two important application 
subsystems in this farm's information system 
might be a field record system and an on-line 
market news service. 

In any planning process, a good understand
ing of the current situation is as important as a 

clear vision of what needs to be achieved. The 
inventory of current capabilities should be a 
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realistic assessment of how well the current 
information system is meeting goals and ob
jectives for information management. For ex
ample, the information system of the hypo
thetical cash crop operation described above 
might include a description of existing field 
record data and an evaluation of marketing 
management skills needed to make effective 
use of more timely, detailed market informa
tion. The inventory should also identify the 
"people" components of the current informa
tion system, detailing who keeps records, who 
uses information, and major off-farm sources 
of information. 

The forecast of factors expected to affect the 
information system plan should include de
scriptions of possible changes in the business 
that could, in turn, alter information needs. 
It should also include some assessment of 
changes in information system technology 
that are likely to add to the range of alterna
tives for managing information. With the cash 
grain operation, for example, the possibility of 
joining a commodity marketing pool would be 
a major change that could greatly reduce the 
need for marketing management information. 
Similarly, the possibility of shifting to a new 
operating system for personal computers 
would be a technical change that should be 
considered by farmers evaluating hardware 
and software purchases. 

Finally, the specific plan for information sys
tem investments should identify desired im
provements in existing information systems 
components and processes, and new resourc
es that will be needed to meet goals and ob
jectives for improved information manage
ment. The plan might include hiring outside 
services, improving manual record keeping, 
purchasing computer hardware and software, 
and/or investing in training. The plan would 
also include a timetable for implementation. 

Information Management for Your Farm work
shops place particular emphasis on the first 
three components of Davis and Olson's long 
range information system plan framework. It 

is usually not possible in a group setting to 
develop detailed, individual plans. However, 
it is possible to establish a good foundation 
for management teams to take from the work
shop for use in formulating their own specific 
plans. 

A long range information system plan must be 
based, of course, on a careful assessment of 
information needs. Unfortunately, many man
agers fail to provide themselves with sufficient 
time and opportunity to think systematically 
about general information needs. Instead, they 
tend to focus their attention on solving specif
ic managerial problems. 

When managers do try to assess information 
needs, they are often unfamiliar with the 
range of possibilities that exists for formalizing 
their information systems, or with the costs 
and benefits of formalization. Farm managers 
in such a situation often find it difficult to iden
tify and evaluate alternative strategies for im
proving their information systems. 

Davis and Olson identify four general strate
gies for assessing information needs (pages 
480-488). These are asking, deriving require
ments from existing systems, synthesizing re
quirements from the characteristics of the 
processes being managed, and discovering 
requirements through experimentation. 

The second and third of these strategies are 
emphasized in the Information Management 

for Your Farm workshops. As was noted earli
er, asking farmers direct questions about their 
information needs is seldom useful, and dis
covering information needs through experi
mentation is generally too costly and time
consuming. 

Carefully examining existing information sys
tem components within an organization, or in 
similar organizations, can often provide useful 
information on information system needs. A 
"deriving" strategy of this kind can be further 
supplemented by carefully investigating the 
features of information products and services 
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on the market. In these workshops, the fact 
that farmers meet in groups facilitates the 
transfer of information and ideas among them. 
Information Management for Your Farm work
shops also offer opportunities to present an 
overview of the information system products 
and services available to farmers. 

One problem with deriving information sys
tem requirements from existing systems, is 
that it focuses attention on the technical fea
tures of individual application subsystems rath
er than on their suitability for supporting man
agement activities on a particular farm. 
"Synthesizing" strategies help focus attention 
on the business activities to be supported by 
the information system. They usually are 
based on structured investigations of business 
activities, followed by a mapping of organiza
tional characteristics into desired information 
system characteristics. 

Critical success factor analysis (see John Rock
art's Chief Executives Define Their Own Data 
Needs) is used in these workshops to help 
farmers identify their information needs. This 
method is widely used to help general manag
ers in large organizations identify their most 
important information needs. In A Primer on 
Critical Success Factors; Christine Bullen and 
Rockart define (on page 7) critical success 
factors as being: 

... the limited number of areas in which 
satisfactory results will ensure successful 
competitive performance for the individ
ual, department, or organization. Critical 
success factors are those few key areas 
where "things must go right" for the busi
ness to flourish and for the manager's 
goals to be attained. 

To be useful, critical success factors need 
to be specific and truly critical to the success 
of the business. Information requirements can 
be synthesized from a set of such factors by 
asking what information is needed to deter
mine whether performance in these key areas 
is satisfactory, and what information could 

contribute to significant improvements in 
performance. 

Critical success factors for crop production 
management in the hypothetical cash grain 
farm help illustrate their usefulness in defining 
information needs. Cost control for purchased 
inputs, timeliness of spring field operations, 
and machinery maintenance would be three 
typical critical success factors for crop produc
tion management. Evaluating these factors 
suggests several areas where information may 
have a significant impact on performance and 
several questions that, when answered, will 
help clarify information needs. 

Regarding cost control, for example, the likely 
causes of costly mistakes need to be identified 
as the factors to be monitored most closely. 
Key control points also need to be identified. 
If significant adjustments can be made during 
the growing season to control cost, timeliness 
of information will be important. On the other 
hand, if the best time to prevent serious prob
lems is before the growing season, timeliness 
may be much less important. 

The complexity of the cost control problem 
also needs to be assessed. As the number of 
fields and crops produced increases, keeping 
track of factors affecting costs becomes more 
difficult, and timely production reports and 
action lists become more important. This 
would increase the potential value of a com
puterized field record system. 

Finally, research on cognitive style and prob
lem solving processes also influences the 
design of Information Management for Your 
Farm workshops. This body of research sug
gests that cognitive styles influence both per
ceptions of problems and approaches to prob
lem solving. In turn, this can have a significant 
effect on individual information needs and on 
the design of information systems for meeting 
those needs. It also affects the division of re
sponsibilities for information management. 

A number of instruments have been devel-

Station Bulletin 604-1994 5 



Information Management for Your Farm: Facilitator's Guide 

oped for assessing cognitive style. One such 
instrument is the Learning Style Inventory de
veloped by David Kolb. This evaluation tool 
characterizes an individual's learning and 
problem solving style by identifying strengths 
and weaknesses in four learning .and problem 
solving activities: 

(1) concrete experience, 

(2) reflective observation, 

(3) abstract conceptualization, and 

(4) active experimentation. 

This is information that can be used, in turn, 
to characterize how an individual uses infor
mation, models, and experiential knowledge 
in solving managerial problems. Managers 

who rely on reflective observation and ab
stract conceptualization may be eager to 
adopt computerized record systems and deci
sion support systems. Those who prefer to 
base managerial decisions on concrete experi
ences and active experimentation may not 
derive as much benefit from formalized infor
mation systems. 

Information Management for Your Farm work
shops build on the foundations presented in 
this chapter. The chapters that follow provide 
detailed guidelines and suggestions for lead
ing a successful workshop. As you familiarize 
yourself with the workshop materials, remem

ber that they were designed to facilitate the 
identification of information needs on the 
farm. The ultimate goal is to help farmers im
prove their information systems so they can 
manage more effectively. 

CHAPTER THREE: BEFORE THE WORKSHOP_____ 


Any workshop requires careful planning to be 
successful. Information Management for Your 
Farm workshops are not exceptions. They may 
even require more preparation than other 
workshops you've presented. However, by 
following the ideas in this section you should 
be able to minimize preparation time while 
maximizing the impact of your workshops. 

This chapter takes you through steps needed 
for preparing an Information Management 
for Your Farm workshop. These steps include 
identifying your audience, publicizing the 
workshop, registering participants, arranging 
facilities, and estimating the time required for 
the workshop. 

3.1 - TARGET AUDIENCE 

With its strong emphasis on group discussion 
and individual work sheets, an Information 
Management for Your Farm workshop is de

signed to be a relevant and personal experi
ence for participants. Using this delivery ap
proach rules out the possibility of accommo
dating large groups of producers. Too little 
time is available for individuals to contribute 
to group discussions as the audience size gets 
large. On the other hand, if your audience is 
too small, there may not be a sufficient range 
of experiences and viewpoints needed to 
stimulate discussion. 

An ideal audience includes management 
teams representing six to ten farms. Manage
ment teams might include husbands and 
wives, two or more partners, or parent and 
child combinations. Some of the work sheets 
used in the workshop are filled out individual
ly and are designed to help identify similarities 
and differences within the management team. 
Others are filled out together by all the team 
members present. These help build a consen
sus about strategies for improving information 
management. Team-building benefits may be 
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lost when a farm has only one representative 
at a workshop. 

Information Management for Your Farm work
shops are most valuable for management 
teams that are considering changes in their 
operation. That change may be an expansion 
in the size of the primary enterprise, the addi
tion of a new enterprise, the incorporation of 
new people in the management team, an in
tergenerational transfer, or the purchase of 
an on-farm computer. 

If possible, the farms represented in a work
shop should be similar in their mix of enter
prises. Each workshop should be targeted for 
one or two farm types, even if the farms in 
the geographic area where a workshop is be
ing given have a wide variety of production 
alternatives. 

A workshop targeted exclusively, for example, 
at cash grain producers is easier to lead than 
one which includes producers of organic veg

etables, tree fruits, nursery crops, and hogs. 
As the number of farm types increases, the 
differences in information needs and informa
tion strategies will also increase, and partici
pants will find it more difficult to learn from 
each other. 

On the other hand, diversity with respect to 
age, farm size, management experience and 
management style is important for a success
ful workshop. Young farmers will often be 
observed listening carefully to and asking 
questions of more experienced managers. 
Similarly, participants considering the pur
chase of a farm computer will pay especially 
close attention to the experiences and opin
ions of participants who are already success
ful using computers. 

3.2 - PUBLICIZING YOUR WORKSHOP 

If you do not work directly with farmers in the 

area where your workshop will be held, it will 
be almost essential to have a local site coord i

nator. This could be a county or area exten
sion agent, a farm management instructor, 
a lender, a computer vendor, etc. 

One way to publicize your workshop is 
through advertisements or articles in a local 
newspaper or a popular trade publication. 
A direct mailing may, however, be more ef
fective in reaching a specific target audience. 
Figure 3.1 shows a sample brochure that can 
be modified and used in direct mailings. Its 
content can also be the basis for a news re
lease or a short newsletter announcement. 

You could also choose to contact participants 
through personal invitations. You or your local 
coordinator may know of farms whose opera
tors are likely to benefit from the learning op
portunities offered by an Information Manage
ment for Your Farm workshop. If you do issue 
personal invitations, a brochure can be used 
with a follow-up letter to those who express 
an interest in attending your workshop. 

3.3 - REGISTRATION FOR THE 
WORKSHOP 

Information Management for Your Farm work
shops are different from most workshops at
tended by farmers. This makes it important to 
prepare the audience for the structure and 
content of their workshop experience. Manda
tory pre-registration for the workshop is sug
gested. This allows you or your site coordina
tor to mail a small packet of advance materials 
to participants prior to the workshop. 

A pre-workshop mailing should begin with a 
letter that confirms their registration and gives 
additional details on plans for the workshop. 
A sample letter is shown in Figure 3.2. Accom
panying the letter would be a work sheet par
ticipants can use to summarize their current 
farm and information system characteristics 
(Figure 3.3). Since this work sheet takes some 

time to fill out and may require review of farm 
record information, participants should be 
asked to complete it prior to the workshop. 
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Registration Form 

information ............... for Your Farm 


Cost: 	 $S per person 
(for lunch and breaks) 

Make check payable to: 
Yyyyyyy County Extension SeMce 

Mail to: 	 Yyyyyyy County Extension Service 
1234 First Avenue 
city state zip 

Person(s) attending: 
(please type or print) 

-
.... 

-
- ... 

Amount Enclosed: $ ___ 

Do l/CIU lind yoursoIf 
~wHhpapll' 

wade, '- and ftgureo, 
but feoI ........ of what 

direction your form Is 
headed? 

Do l/CIU somettmes fall to spot In>por1ant 
probIomo or opportunities In time to do 
Ihir9 about 1hIm? 

improving inIormotion management on 
your farm con help l/CIU control cools, ......... 
profits, and use your time more oIfectively. ThIs 
workshop Is ...... to help l/CIU develop a strat
egy for monagIrIg and using inIormotIcn more 
oIfectiveIy. 

This workshop Is dosIgned for farm couples.
Through a __of_wook __ and 
group discussions, the _ wID help l/CIU 

Idontify crtIIcIII inIormotIcn ..... for your buoI
...... and develop sIJaIegkis for ..-,g thooe 
...... PobntIoI ... for on-fann CCII1>pIHs wID 
beaplorad. 

Registration 

Thtra Is no f.. for the -uhop, but 
thorc Is a charge of $5 per _ for lunch and 
brooks. FIB out the form on the back of this bro
c:huno and moil It with your check. 

PreregistratIon Is _ for a meal count. 
Spou Isllmltod, 10 slgn up oorIy to be guaran
teed a chance to portIcIpetc. If l/CIU have l1li/ 
..-. call Xxxx Xxxxxxx at OOOIO()O.OOOO. 

Tho ~ 01 ABCXYZ ond ""' ............. fxporImont 

-'~_IO""'poiIcylhol .. 
_ oquoI_IOIIs_,~ond"",*"," 


...._~IO_cdor,aood, ....... _ 

odgIn,_ ... ---,dIoobIII!/, ....... _ 


...... --"".....-. 

__ 

Workshop Agenda 

9.45 	A~IaIonutIoaAudlt 
What .... your family and lMIIws 
goals? 

What Is your marIIIfjeIIlIII ~? 

What are your most Important SCUfCIII 

and ... of inIormotlon? 

Answm to thesa questIont are the 
starling point for dcveIopq a sIrategy 
to Improve your inIormotIcn 'I/IICIL 

10:45 ..... 

11:00 CrIIIo*So-.F-.FarY_ 

CdIIc:eI ........ fadon ore the !wi kIIy 

Ihir9 that must 90 wei for your bus!
.- to succeod. 

What .... your crtIIcIII ........ fadon? 


What inIormotIon do l/CIU need to m0ni
tor performance In !hoM kIIy_? 

12:15 Luac:h 

1.00 ...........W____afY_
F_·...............s,.t.. 

Hew ......... l/CIU meeIkIg your man
__Infonnallon .....? 

What's best (and ~ about your 
cunwntlnfonnallon 1j/IIarI? 

Information 

Management 


for Your 
Farm 

A workshop on sIJaIegkis for improving 
your form inIormotlcn system 

Wodnoodo!I, NcMmbor xx, 199X 
Y_~~OfIIce 

1234F1nt~ 

d1y,STAU 

1.30 WbM·...........' 

What are the __ for I1IIInIIgIng 

inIormotIcn an your form? 

\IIhoie con l/CIU 90 for the inIormotIcn 
l/CIU need to .......tethesa~? 

2.15 IINU 


2130 SettIaa PdodIIee Far........,..V_
F_·............s, 
What ore shaft. and bIg-torm prioItIIa
for impn>YIng _ form'. inIormotIcn 
1j/IIarI? 

3:30 WnIp-up 

FoDow-up 

Buod on ~ &om yourwrltt8n WOIk 
~the_wtII_ashortHtoi 

............. and ...."uano for Impro\IIng Informa.. 
tIon_ton_form• 

Instructors 

Figure 3. 1 (Front and back of sample registration brochure) 
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This work sheet is discussed in greater detail 3.4 - FACILITIES 
in section 4.1 of Chapter 4. 

Facility requirements for Information Manage
An important question related to workshop ment for Your Farm workshops are important 
registration is whether or not to charge a fee. but not extensive. Assuming that your audi
Charging a small fee can be appropriate, to ence represents up to ten farms, you should 
cover the cost of coffee breaks, lunch, and select a meeting room that will comfortably 
workshop materials. Alternatively, an outside hold 15 to 22 people. Experience indicates 
sponsor can be sought to provide funds for that arranging tables and chairs in a circle or 
some or all of these expenses. square helps stimulate discussion, since every-

University of XYZABC 

Multi city Campus Department ofAgricultural and Applied Economics 

1234 First Avenue city state zip 


000/000-0000 Fax 000/000-0001 

September 28, 199X 

Dear Workshop Partidpant: 

We look forward to meeting with you on Wednesday, November 13, for our workshop on 

"Information Management for Your Farm." The workshop Is designed to help you develop a 

long term strategy for improving your farm's information system. By the end of the day you 

should have a clear idea of what Information you need to manage your farm more effectively, 

and you will have identified some steps you can take toward meeting your information needs. 


Background Information on your farm and your current information system will help us work 

with you In analyzing your needs. To save time during the workshop, we ask that you complete 

the "Farm Information System Summary" form enclosed with this letter and bring It to the 

workshop. 


As a follow-up to the workshop, we will be preparing a short set of written comments and 

suggestions for you. These will be based on Information drawn from your "Farm and 

Information System Summary" and from written work sheets completed during the workshop. 

Therefore, we plan to collect your work sheets at the end of the workshop, and will return 

them to you with our comments. 


Once again, we look forward to seeing you on November 13. 

><xxx Xxxxxxxx and Zzzz Zzzzzz 

professors 


Figure 3.2 (Sample letter confirming workshop registration) 
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____________________________________ _ 
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Fann & Information System Summary 
PIeose answtr the quatlons below end bring thl completed fonn with you to tho 
workshop. ThIs lann will be UMd during tho worl!shop as you anoIyzl your larm's 
Infonnalion system. 

Fann Summary 

1. How many "",es 01 your larm are In eoeh 01 tho following c:aIegorl..? 
Non-Irrlgated cropland _____ acres 
irrigated cropland 
Non-irrigateci posture 
Irrlgated posture 
Other 

Total acres 


2. L What ... your I!lPlcoilnwntooy IoveIs 01 tho b. How many of tho following animals do you 
following onIrnIIIo1 typIcoII!f morkot eoeh year?MuUt__ 

_calves hood 
Datry_ COWlCOWl Iwad 

Beofyoorlngs 
Hogs (Iorrowq) F_pIgo 

.........--tory 

Folhogs 


Shoop (IombIng) F_1ombs 

Fatlombs 


~ ------------- ~ ------------ 

3. WhIch 01 tho loIIowtng best describes your farm', major product(.)? (Mark only one.)
Datry _ 

__ Cashcrops Poultry 
__ Mix«! crops and _ Spedalty crops 

SwIne Other, _________ 

Infonnation System Summary 

4. WhIch 01 tho followtng best __your jlnonclaf.--cd ¥lorn? (Mark all that app~.) 
Manuol (or hancHceptj .--cd system 

Com.,..- .--cd system, software UMd 

Both manuol and ccmputer-bosed 

A<countIng or consulting service 

CommI.rity cohgl or farm business management _ 

-Over-

Fann & Infonnation System Summary (continued) 

5. WhIch of tho following boot descrtbos your crop roconl system? (Mark" that ~.) _ en c:aIondan 

Pocket notobook 

__ FIoId rocord book (hanc:H<opt) 

__ Computerized crop _ program, software UMd ___________________ 

__ Crop consuItont service 

~ ----------------------------------- 
6. WhIch 0/ the loIIowtng best d_your II...1ock roconl system? (Mark all that apply.) 

Not.. on caIendan 
Pocket notebook 


_ Uvestock roconl book (hancI-kopt) 

_ Computerized __program, soItw......ed _______________ 

_ Uvestock roconl keeping service (log.• D.H.I.A.) 

~-------------------------------------
7. How many comJ)Ulm .... UMd en your farm? 

__ None One Two Ot more 

8. Who 10 "'" primary computer operator on your lann? 
Den't haw. computer on farmlam ___ (MorF) 


_ Mv_ _, __ (MorF) 


__ Other famIIy....,ber 

__ HindObr.empIcyoo 


9. WhIch 01 the loIIowtng types 01 Infonnatlon are UMd on your farm? (Mark all that apply.) 
DaIJy newspaper (e.g., Wall St"",t .IotAmol or a local newspaper) 
Farm publIcallons 
CommodIIy-...... ~ 

BroocIjoumaIo 

__..- (e.g•• DTN) 

Dally farm reports on radio or tekvIsIon 

USDA reports. morkot reports and analysis (e.g.• 000".·.. ProFa"....) 

ExtanoIon Sorvke publications
Obr. ______________________________________ 

Figure 3. 1 (Farm Information System Summary work sheet) 

one can easily see everyone else. You will 
also want to establish a place in the front of 
the room as a focal point, and you will need 
both a flip-chart and an overhead projector. 

A flip-chart is an invaluable tool for recording 
the thoughts and ideas discussed by the 
group. Use it to tally responses to work sheet 
exercises and to group responses by farm 
type, farm goals, or other classification vari
ables. Use the overhead projector to present 
short summaries of the concepts covered in 
each work sheet and to illustrate how the 
work sheets should be completed. If a flip
chart is not available, the overhead projector 
can be used with blank transparency sheets 
to list and categorize work sheet responses. 

3.5 - TIME REQUIREMENTS 

An Information Management for Your Farm 
workshop will take about six hours to com
plete. As shown in the brochure in Figure 3.1, 
the workshop should be divided into morning 
and afternoon three-hour sessions. Each ses
sion should include a coffee or refreshment 
break at a convenient time. 

A group lunch is an important part of the 
workshop design, since this gives participants 
a chance to discuss ideas and questions with 
each other, the instructor(s), and the site coor
dinator. The afternoon session begins immedi
ately after lunch and its conclusion is always 
timed to enable participants to return to their 
homes in time for their evening chores or 
activities. 

If circumstances make it difficult for you to 
schedule an entire day for a workshop, you 
can divide it into two three-hour evening ses
sions. These might be on consecutive eve
nings or one week apart. If you use this for
mat, you might want to give participants a 
short Hhomework" assignment that will help 
them carry the workshop discussion home 
with them. 

Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Station 10 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTING THE WORKSHOP ___ 


Each Information Management for Your Farm 
workshop includes five major segments. Each 
segment is designed to build upon previous 
segments, leading ultimately to the develop
ment of a plan for improving the information 
systems of workshop participants. 

The workshop begins with introductions and 
with a management profile of each farm. This 
segment includes discussion topics that en
courage participants to join in the dialogue. 
In the second segment, participants identify 
and discuss critical success factors for their 
farms and associated information needs. In 
segment three, participants identify and de
scribe strengths and weaknesses of their farm 
information systems. 

The workshop facilitators present a short sum
mary of "what's possible" in information sys
tems in the fourth segment of the workshop. 
This helps the participants think about specific 
steps they can take to improve information 
management on their farms. 

Participants identify short and long run infor
mation system objectives and strategies in the 
final segment, based on their specific informa
tion needs and their current strengths and 
weaknesses. The workshop then concludes 
with an evaluation. 

This chapter discusses the presentation of 
each of these workshop segments. For each 
segment, we identify objectives, review pre
sentation materials and work sheets, and 
make suggestions for encouraging discussion 
among participants. 

4.1 - WORKSHOP INTRODUCTION 
AND MANAGEMENT PROFILE 

Several tools are used at the beginning of the 
workshop to summarize each participants' 

Station Bulletin 604-1994 

physical resources, managerial goals and 
management styles. The exercises and discus
sion during this segment of the workshop help 
the participants and facilitators get acquaint
ed. They also yield a management profile for 
each farm that helps participants better under
stand their information needs. The manage
ment profile is also an essential resource for 
facilitators as they prepare follow-up com
ments for participants. 

4.1.1 - WORKSHOP OBJECTIVES AND AGENDA 

An Information Management for Your Farm 
workshop begins with introductions of the 
facilitators and the site coordinator, followed 
by a review of the workshop's objectives and 
agenda. In effect, this is a review of the infor
mation contained in the workshop brochure 
and in the letter sent to participants to confirm 
their registration. 

The initial portion of your introduction might 
be something like this: 

"Good morning! I'm [facilitator 1 J and 

this is [facilitator 2J. We, along with [site 


coordinatorJ, would like to welcome you 

to this workshop on Information Manage

ment for Your Farm. 


"In recent years the complexity of man

aging a farm business has grown tremen

dously. Lower profit margins and in

creased market risks make cost control, 

the wise use of inputs, and effective mar

keting management more important than 

ever. Growth in the size of farm opera

tions makes it more difficult to pay atten

tion to details and make the timely deci

sions that are so important for success. 

Having more family members and/or 

hired workers involved in these larger 

businesses can also lead to communica

tion problems. 
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Information Management 
for Your Farm 

• 	 An effective, appropriate information system 
can improve farm performance 

• 	 Information needs are influenced by: 

• 	 business and personal goals 

• 	 management style 

• 	 management skills 

• 	 type of business 

• Information needs vary across farms but 
managers can learn from each other 

• 	 Information needs are difficult to specify 

• 	 Changes in your information should be made 
in stages 

Figure 4.1.1 

Workshop Objectives 

• 	 Identify crucial information needs for your 
business 

• 	 Develop a long range plan for meeting your 
information needs 

Workshop Format 

• 	 Work sheets and exercises 

• 	 Emphasis on discussion 

• 	 Follow-up 

"All these changes increase the need 
for effective information management. 
Fortunately, we've seen an explosion of 
new technologies that can help farmers 
manage information. But many managers 
aren't sure just how to incorporate new 
ways of managing information into their 
operations. That's the problem we want 
to address with this workshop." 

Begin to work through the points in the over
head shown in Figure 4.1.1. This list gives the 
rationale for having a workshop on informa
tion management It also introduces some of 
the assumptions underlying the design of this 
workshop. 

Next use the overheads shown in Figures 
4.1.2 and 4.1.3. They state the workshop ob
jectives, explain the workshop format, and 
present an overview of the agenda. As you 
state the objectives, emphasize that the work
shops are designed to help participants identi
fy their own needs and develop a strategy 
for meeting those needs. As you explain the 
format for the workshop, stress the impor
tance of group discussion and learning from 
each other. 

Also explain the mechanics of using the work 
sheets. Participants can be given large enve
lopes to use for keeping their work sheets 
together. If the workshop's plans include pro
viding follow-up letters, you can use the enve
lopes to collect work sheets and, after affixing 
an address label filled out by the participants, 
to send the work sheets back with the follow
up letter. 

Finally, as you present the workshop agenda, 
be sure to indicate when there will be breaks 
for coffee and for lunch. 

You can usually end this very brief workshop 
introduction with an opportunity for each fa
cilitator to say a few words about his or her 
background, professional activities and inter
ests. The site coordinator may also want to 
make a few brief comments about matters Figure 4. 1.2 
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such as the location of restrooms and accom
modations for breaks and lunch. 

4.1.2 - FARM SUMMARY 

As noted in the previous chapter, a brief farm 
and information system summary form should 
have been mailed to participants prior to the 
workshop. This survey form was shown in 
Figure 3.1. It asked for information summariz
ing the number of acres of crop and pasture 
land farmed, livestock raised, and type of 
products produced by participants. It should 
also have summarized the financial and pro
duction record keeping systems in use, com
puter availability and operators, and informa
tion sources currently used on each farm. 

One of the best ways to relax participants and 
increase their receptivity to the idea of talking 
to a group of strangers is by asking them to 
first speak about subjects they are very famil
iar with - themselves and their farm. Ask each 
participant to introduce themselves, and have 
one member of each management team 
present briefly report the results of their farm 
and information system summary. 

You can typically ask the management teams 
to summarize their farm types, sizes and loca
tions; to briefly describe their record keeping 
systems; and to discuss management responsi
bilities on their farms. You should have them 
do this extemporaneously, without reading 
the answer to each question off the summary 
form. An introductory statement might be as 
brief as, "My name is Wwwww Wwww, and 
we operate a 200 cow dairy farm in the north
ern part of the valley. We use DHIA records 

and a hand accounting system. My husband 
manages the cows, and I keep the books." 

4.1.3 - MANAGERIAL GOALS 

The second component of the management 
profile is an elicitation of participants' farm 
goals. The purpose of this exercise is to estab
lish the overall goals of the farm, without de-

Station Bulletin 604-1994 

Information Management for Your Farm: Facilitator's Guide 

Workshop Agenda 

• 	 Management information audit 

• 	 farm and information system 
characteristics 

• 	 goals 

• 	 management style 

Critical success factors for your business • 
Strengths and weaknesses of your farm's • 
system 

What's possible? • 
• 	 Setting priorities for your farm's information 

system 

Figure 4. 1.3 

voting an entire day to the subject. You 
should discuss the importance of setting goals 
and the uses of goals. 

In Farm Business Management, The Decision
Making Process, Emery Castle, Manning Beck
er, and Gene Nelson provide a good, brief 
overview of goals and the goal-setting process 
on pages 10 -15. More elaboration on the 
topics discussed by these authors can be 
found in the publication Setting Farm Family 
Goals, by George Patrick and Brian Blake. You 
may also want to consider using part or all of 
Paul Gessaman's videotape/workbook materi
als, Identifying Farm/Ranch and Family Goals, 
during this part of the workshop. 

Goals for the farm information system, which 
are defined by the participants later in the 
workshop, need to support objectives estab
lished for the farm business. The main thrust 
of the visual materials for this section, which 
are shown in Figures 4.1.4 through 4.1.6, is 
to reinforce the idea that goals are useful in 
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Goals for Your Farm Operation 

• 	 Ifmanagers know where they are going and 
when they want to be there, then jobs are 
much easier. 

• 	 Goals and objectives for the information 
system should be based on goals and 
objectives for the farm business. 

• 	 Goals provide direction for the activities that 
we undertake and a target for which one is 
willing to work. 

• 	 Goals reflect our hopes and dreams for life 
but should be objective and realistic. 

Figure 4.1.4 

• 	 Goals should: 

• 	 require effort 

• 	 include deadlines 

• 	 be measurable 

• 	 be flexible so they can be altered as 
conditions warrant 

• 	 Recognize that all goals will not be attained. 

Figure 4. 1.5 

defining a course of action and that goals 
must have certain specific characteristics if 
they are to be useful. 

Goals can be short-term, intermediate, and 
long-term. They can also be competitive, inde
pendent, or complementary. As participants 
think about their goals, they should keep 
these characteristics in mind and should 
ask themselves questions like the following. 
Does working toward our short-run goals help 
achieve a longer-run goal? Can goals be made 
complementary rather than competitive? 
When goals are competitive, what trade-offs 
need to be evaluated? 

After you've presented an overview of goals 
and their importance, participants should com
plete the goals work sheet illustrated in Figure 
4.1.7. Because goals are difficult to verbalize, 
this work sheet lists twelve common farm and 
family goals from which to choose. Each par
ticipant is asked to independently pick four 
top goals, and to rank those four from most 
important to least important. They should also 
be encouraged to develop their own goals if 
they prefer. 

After everyone has had time to select and 
rank goals, have the members of each man
agement team compare their responses within 
their team. It is likely that in some teams all 
the members will have chosen very similar 
goals, while other teams will have members 
who identified different and perhaps conflict
ing goals. There is also a tendency for some 
management team members to stress family 
goals, while others select financial and pro
duction goals. 

Next have each team informally identify and 
agree on their two most important goals and 
report them to the larger group. Using the 
overhead projector or flip-chart, you should 
compile a master list of all these priority goals 
reported by the teams. 

You may find similarities in the priority goals 
identified by the teams. They may sort them-
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selves out by farm type, or by the age of the 
management team, etc. For instance, many 
management teams in a group of diary farm
ers may stress production goals as being most 
important. Older management teams may 
emphasize transfer of ownership as their high
est priority. Younger managers may tend to 
emphasize expansion and debt management. 

The point of identifying goals in this work
shop is that information systems should be 
designed to monitor those activities that con
tribute to goals. A computerized enterprise 
accounting system may be of limited value 
to a farm whose goals emphasize production 
levels and quality. Similarly, detailed produc
tion records without corresponding account
ing information would be inadequate for 
farms that desire to maximize annual income. 

You will probably find yourself referring to 
your master list of "most important" goals 
several times during the remainder of the 
workshop, so keep it handy. Posting the page 
or pages of the flip-chart used is an easy way 
to do this. 

4.1.4 - MANAGEMENT STYLE 

The final component of the management 
profile is an assessment of each participants' 
management style. This is accomplished using 
David Kolb's Learning Styles Inventory or a 
similar evaluation instrument. If you choose 
to use the exact materials used in developing 
this guide, you should become thoroughly 
acquainted with the conceptual foundations 
for the Learning Styles Inventory and associ
ated materials prior to the workshop. You 
should be able to use the illustrative figures 
in this section directly. Sources for purchasing 
inventory work sheet packets and a user's 
guide are listed at the back of this volume. 

Faciltators who choose to use an alternative 
learning styles evaluation instrument should 
be equally familiar with the instrument that is 

chosen. However, if you use such an alternate 
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• 	 Because goals may be competitive: 

• 	 be sure that high priority goals are 
compatible with each other 

• 	 be sure that goals of other management 
team members and famBy team members 
are considered 

• 	 be sure that nonbusiness goals are not 
forgotten 

• 	 be sure to consider how working at short
term goals can lead to achieving long
term goals 

Figure 4. 1.6 

1I1fo.. Goals Work sheet ~ 
... y ...... Management adIvIIIes should be sooI-___'-well deftned 

gooIo, oncIthey develop __tog!_ foe mooting !hen. Fum 

Goals chongo as ponanoI oncI buoInoss _ chango. They also dill. Iran , 

one _ to anothor. w..... \1<>11 and jIOUI".pouoe to comploto this ~ work shoot 
o tlt 

01 the f ..... ~ gaoIo _ below, Idmllfy Io..-Ihot .... moot Impootanlln jIOUI" 
oporotIcn. Rank .... 10..- gooIo bj/1IIIIgnIng. "JCOR" of 4 to tho moot ImporIInt oncI 
1 to tho lout Importont. You c/o not need to rank tho gaoIo Ihot are not In jIOUI""top 
10..-." 

There ... no "rtght" or __" _.n-....._goaIs. 

N.M ____________________________ 

Four moot Important (Jt) 


a Incraua the _ of _ moot ImporIInt entorpdso. 


a _.,...onnuoIlncomo. 
a u.. environmentaIIv sound Iomq......-. 

a Roduco intermediate- and ~ dtbt. 
a _ the hIgheot quofity pnxIucts for _-. 

a Be rocognIzod as • top former In the oommunfIy. 

a £quo! or __poductIon _In the ..... 

a 	 Transfer.,..,...tdp oncI conIroI of cur ~ to our chlIdnn. 

a 	 Have more tIme_Iran ......... _ .......... tho form for_ 
oncIlomIIy 1IdMtIas. 

a 	 _thophyaicalollortoncl_In_Iomq--. 

a 	 Sell form..- oncI fIwest In ....... _ 01 tho_. 


a 	 Be recognized as. _ 0/ ~ IIock. 

a 	 Help plan and uso JnfIueno:. In guiding poIIcIoo oncI_1n tho community
and the country for __. 

-Ouer-

Figure 4.1.7 (Goals Work sheet) 
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Learning Style Inventory 

• 	 The LSI helps you understand your strengths 
and weaknesses as a learner/manager 

• 	 capitalize on strengths 

• 	 compensate for weaknesses 

• 	 We Will use the LSI in two ways: 

• 	 strengths and weaknesses in the learning 
cycle 

• 	 learning/management style 

Figure 4.1.8 

informationManagement Style Work sheet Management 
for Your 

YtMt"~ oI!Ae" 011_ ...._you work wtth people, your priorities for 
~_.and your InformoIIon .-. Having th. one "best" management 
oI!Ae 10 not Important. On .... _ hond, und.rstcndlngyour ~t oI!Ae Is 
Important. 

The "IMmIng Style Jnventcoy" can hoIp you understand how you _Infonnatlon and 
soIue prcbIoms. Those are two IqIortant~t octMU... 

_ 	 .... 1$1 of your ""'"' fnlm ooch 01 the four cclumns In the 1IM!nt0!)l. 

D Column 1 D Column 2 0 Column 3 0 Column 4 

tool, you will need to adjust the figures illus
trating this section to match the evaluation 
tool you use. 

Use the overhead shown in Figure 4.1.8 to 
introduce the Learning Styles Inventory to the 
workshop participants. Emphasize that man
agement style can have important effects on 
the way people use information and that this 
is one way to assess management style. 

Each participant should be asked to individ
ually complete the Learning Styles Inventory 

instrument. It consists of a series of twelve 
incomplete sentences that describe how the 
respondent learns, allowing four possible end
ings for each sentence. Respondents com
plete the inventory instrument by ranking the 
concluding phrases for each sentence accord
ing to how well they describe their behavior. 
A respondent assigns a rank of "4" to the 
phrase that best describes his or her behavior, 
a rank of "3" to the next best descriptor of 
behavior, and so forth. 

Summarize the instructions found at the top 
of the Learning Styles Inventory work sheet, 
emphasizing that each response must receive 
a score. Also, assure participants that there are 
no right or wrong answers, and that no one 
will see their completed work sheet. 

As participants complete the work sheets, 
assist them in determining their scores by 
adding up the totals of each column and re
cording their totals on the Management Style 
Work sheet (see Figure 4.1.9). After everyone 
has determined their column totals, help them 
plot their scores in the Cycle of Learning and 
the Learning-Style Grid provided with the 
Learning Styles Inventory instruments. 

Begin the discussion of learning styles by us
ing the overhead in Figure 4.1.10 to define the 
four stages in the learning cycle. If possible, 
show plots of inventory scores for the facilita
tors and the local organizer on a sample Cycle 
of Learning graph. This will demonstrate how 
all people have strengths and weaknesses in Figure 4.1.9 (Management Style Worlc sheet) 
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the learning process and that there can be 
considerable differences among individuals. 

Next, use the overhead in Figure 4.1.11 to 
introduce the four learning styles: diverger, 
assimilator, converger, and accomodator. 
The brief descriptions on this overhead can 
be augmented with points from supplementa
ry information that may be available with the 
Learning Style Inventory work sheets. If possi
ble, identify the learning styles of the facilita
tors and local contact person to demonstrate 
how there are differences among individuals. 

As you review the description, strengths, and 
weaknesses of each type of learner, ask how 
many participants fit each one. After discuss
ing the last type get feedback from the group 
on the appropriateness of their individual 
classifications. For instance, you can ask the 
group questions such as these: Does your 
learner type seem to fit you? Do you agree 
with the strengths and weaknesses associated 
with your learner type? How does your learn
ing style compare with other members of your 
management team? 

This discussion of learning styles provides 
another good opportunity for the group to 
warm up to one another by again talking 
about themselves. Most groups seem to find 
it especially interesting to discuss the implica
tions of differences in management styles for 
approaches to problem solving and informa
tion use. Often two farm management team 
members will be quite different in terms of 
learning styles. This too can be beneficial, 
with each of them bringing a different set 
of strengths to the management team. Of 
course, they must recognize that this could 
be a source of conflict as well. 

4.2 - CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS 

The examination of farm business goals and 
management style in the opening segment of 
the workshop sets the stage for an analysis of 
critical success factors and their associated 
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• Stages in the learning cycle 

• 	 concrete experience 

learn from feeling 

relate to people 


• 	 reflective observation 

learn by watching 

look for meaning 


• 	 abstract conceptuallzation 

learn by thinking 

systematic planning 


• 	 active experimentation 

learn by doing 

risk-taking 


Figure 4.1.10 

• Learning Styles 

• 	 type one - dlverger 

imaginative thinker 

undentand people 

absorb reallty 


• 	 type two - assimilator 

develop theories 

need for details 

collect data ••• analyze facts 


• 	 type three - converger 

integrate theory and practice 

value strategic thinldng 

experiment and tinker 


• type four - accommodator 
learn by trial and error 
excel when Dexlbllity is needed 
thrive on crisis 

Figure 4.1.11 
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Critical Success Factors 

• 	 "Cridcal success factors" are the few key 
areas or acdvities where things must go well 
for your businesses to succeed. 

• 	 Idendfying CSFs helps you focus attention on 
the things that matter most. 

• 	 Similar farms will have similar CSFs, but the 
list of CSFs can also be atTected by special 
circumstances. 

• 	 life cycle 

• 	 unique problems or opportunities 

Figure 4.2.1 

• CSFs for a typical farm supply cooperative 

• 	 accounts receivables 

• 	 inventory management 

off-season 

plandng season 


• 	 scheduling custom applications 

• 	 member relations 

Figure 4.2.2 

information needs. As noted earlier, critical 
success factors are those few things that must 
go right if a business is to achieve its goals. 
In identifying these factors, the first challenge 
is to identify a meaningful, limited set of areas 
and activities that are truly critical. 

When presented with a list of potentialcriti
cal success factors, participants will often say 
they are all important The primary objective 
of an analysis of such factors is, however, to 
focus attention on a more limited set of them. 
A challenge in this segment of the workshop 
is to help participants identify ways that better 
information can be instrumental in improving 
performance related to the critical success 
factors they each identify. For many, this will 
be the first time they have actually thought 
about concrete ways they can use information 
to manage more effectively. 

Introduce the concept of critical success fac
tors by first defining what they are, and by 
then presenting an example of possible critical 
success factors for a farm supply cooperative. 
The overheads for this introduction are Figures 
4.2.1 and 4.2.2. These figures use a non-farm 
example to illustrate this concept because a 
farm example might influence the list of criti
cal success factors that the participants would 
then identify. 

The third point on Figure 4.2.1 is an impor
tant one that should be emphasized. Similar 
farm businesses will often have similar critical 
success factors. This is part of what makes 
a group discussion of critical success factors 
valuable. At the same time, special circum
stances can influence the list of such factors 
for any given farm. This means that manage
ment teams of two farms with similar enter
prises may list quite different critical success 
factors. 

The work sheets in Figures 4.2.3 and 4.2.4 
are used in this segment of the workshop. 
After introducing the concept of critical suc
cess factors, ask participants to work within 
their teams to identify up to five factors for 
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their farms, and to list them on the Critical 
Success Factors work sheet shown in Figure 
4.2.3. This work sheet divides critical success 
factors into three broad categories: farm struc
ture and financial management, crop produc
tion, and livestock production. These catego
ries make it easier for participants to work 
through long lists of potential critical success 
factors. Be sure to point out that participants 
can select critical success factors fitting within 
one, two, or all three categories. 

Once participants have completed these work 
sheets, use an overhead of the work sheet to 
tally the critical success factors selected by the 
group. Whenever possible, point out linkages 
between goals and success factors. For exam
ple, participants from farm operations that are 
in a growth phase often identify "cash flow 
management" and "manage debt levels" as 
critical factors, while participants from farms 
that are not undergoing any major transition 
often emphasize production in their critical 
factor lists. 

Use the overheads in Figures 4.2.5 and 4.2.6 
to introduce the next task in this segment of 
the workshop: identifying information needs 
associated with the critical success factors. 
The first overhead defines the task, and points 
out that it is often difficult. The second over
head is an illustration identifying possible in
formation needs associated with one of the 
factors listed for a stereotypical farm supply 
cooperative. 

Next, have the participants identify informa
tion needs for their own critical success fac
tors on the Information Needs for Critical 
Success Factors work sheet (see Figure 4.2.4). 
Again, all participants from the same opera
tion should continue to work together as 
a management team for this exercise. Initial 
disqJssion of this work sheet should center 
around information needs for the most fre
quently identified critical factors. Use an over
head of the Information Needs for Critical 
Success Factors work sheet to write down 
information items identified by participants. 
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Figure 4.2.3 (Critical Success Factors work sheet) 
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From CSFsto 
Information Needs 

• 	 What infonnation do you need to monitor 
and improve performance in critical areas? 

• 	 Identifying information needs is not always 
simple. 

• 	 understand business activities 

• 	 understand manual and computerized 
information systems 

• 	 learn from what others have done 

Figure 4.2.5 

• 	 Farm supply cooperatives infonnation needs 
for accounts receivables 

• 	 customer account balances 

• 	 customer credit limits 

• 	 age of unpaid balances 

• 	 mailing lists for billing and follow-up 
letters 

Figure 4.2.6 

As noted earlier, identifying information needs 
is a difficult task. Often participants will identi
fy things they must do to succeed rather than 
focusing on their specific information needs. 
For example, a participant who has identified 
irrigation management as a critical success 
factor might identify "timing of irrigations" as 
an information need. In this case, it would be 
useful to follow up with questions about what 
information is needed to determine when to 
irrigate. 

4.3 - STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

After the participants have identified their criti
cal success factors and their corresponding 
information needs, they can examine their 
current information system and explore poten
tial improvements they could seek to imple
ment. In this section of the workshop you will 
provide a definition of an information system, 
illustrate the typical components of a farm 
information system, ask participants to com
plete a work sheet listing their information 
system strengths and weaknesses, and lead a 
group discussion of their conclusions. 

An earlier chapter discussed and defined a 
farm information system in very broad terms. 
The discussion noted that such an information 
system includes the collection of manual and/ 
or computerized records, planning tools, pro
cedures, outside services, and technologies 
used in a farm business to gather, organize, 
store, and process information. 

Every farm information system is unique, 
although farms with similar enterprise mixes 
may have similar information system compo
nents. Defining the "best" information system 
for any farm depends on the farm managers' 
goals and management style, the farm's enter
prise mix, and the information needs identified 
in the critical success factor work sheet. 

Farm information systems may be character
ized by their physical components, by their 
information sources and by their human 
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capital. Physical components of farm infor
mation systems include such things as office 
space and furniture, files and computers. Infor
mation sources can be external {magazines, 
newsletters, market reports, soil tests, scale 
tickets, etc.}, or internal (monitoring devices, 
time cards, field records, subjective evalua
tions, etc.). Human capital can be the work of 
outside consultants, friends and neighbors, as 
well as the efforts of those individuals working 
on the farm operation who record, manage, 
and interpret information. 

Use the overheads in Figures 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 
to introduce these ideas. Then ask participants 
to consider their own information system and 
complete the strengths and weaknesses work 
sheet shown in Figure 4.3.3. Workshop partici
pants should be told to be as specific as possi
ble in constructing their lists. 

It is possible that some items may appear as 
both a strength and weakness on an individ
ual's work sheet For example, a processed 
vegetable and grass seed producer might list 
as a strength the fact that he had all of his 
records with him wherever he went. A corre
sponding weakness could be that it is difficult 
to quickly retrieve useful information from 
records because they are spread across the 
seat and dashboard of his pickup. 

Allow the workshop's participants adequate 
time to carefully consider their information 
system. It is important that they do a good job 
with this work sheet. You will probably want 
to roam around the room and assist those 
having problems identifying their strengths 
and weaknesses. 

A good way to stimulate their thinking about 
strengths is to ask participants what they are 
proud of. What parts of their information 
system would they like to show off to others 
unfamiliar with their farm? What records do 
they have that are of high value to the farm? 
To get them thinking about information sys
tem weaknesses, suggest they consider things 
that relate to frustrations or obstacles. What 

Station Bulletin 804-1994 

Information Management for Your Farm: Facilitator's Guide 

The Concept of an Information System 

An information system is a collection of manual 

and/or computerized records, planning tools, 

procedures, outside services, and technologies 

used in a farm business to gather, organize, store, 

and process information. 


• 	 Every farm has an information system ••• 

some are more formal than others. 


• 	 The ''best'' information system for a farm 

depends on: 


• 	 managers' goals 

• 	 management style 

• 	 management skills 

• 	 enterprise mix 

• 	 critical success factors 

Figure 4.3. 1 

Farm information systems can be 

characterized by: 


• 	 Physical components 

• 	 farmomce 
• 	 mes and written records 
• 	 computer 

Information sources • 
• 	 internal 
• 	 external 

• 	 People 

• 	 management team 
• non-management employees 

• outside consultants 

• 	 friends/neighbors 

Figure 4.3.2 
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InformationStrengths and Weaknesses of Your ~ 

Information System 
Fum 
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and _IOUI'COJ oflnf___•-.I«I1noIosw.... gown> ..x mM 
mont paIqr. BroodIy spooking. _farm oIb .... your ~ routines are 
also • port 01 your InIorrr-.I\IIfoIII. I
Before dowIoplng. bv-torm plan for ImpIOIIIng your information system. 11'. 

Important to _the IInngths one! _ of I/OUf _ system. v_plan should build on you, 

strengths one! hoJp you ___. In the 1oIt-hond c:oIwM, Ilol the mooIlmpootant strengths 

of I/OUf _ -l\iliiii>. In the rIghIohond oobnn, Ilol the most Important_. 

information System Weaknesses 

Figure 4.3.3 (Strengths and Weaknesses work sheet) 

information can they never seem to keep 
track or make sense of? What information 
management tasks never get done because 
of a lack of time or motivation? 

Wrap up the review of strengths and weak
nesses by asking the members of each man
agement team to discuss one strength and 
one weakness they identified. Make an ab
breviated list on the overhead or flip-chart 
as participants from each farm present their 
ideas. As you build the list, look for common 
trends or themes, especially in weaknesses. 

Identifying one or more collective weakness
es can provide you with good examples to 
use through the remainder of the workshop. 
For example, in a workshop for diversified 
crop producers, a common critical success 
factor could be timeliness of cultural opera
tions. Machinery management might be rec
ognized as the key to performing operations 
in a timely manner, and a weakness identi
fied by several participants might be a lack 

of machinery records. You could build on this 
common weakness through the course of the 
workshop by discussing possibilities for col
lecting and managing machinery information 
and the associated potential benefits and 
costs of these activities. 

4.4 - WHAT'S POSSIBLE? 

The next segment of the workshop is a discus· 
sion of possibilities for managing information 
on the farm. The nature of this discussion de
pends to a large extent on the workshop'S 
participants. If most participants are using 
manual record systems, you will probably 
want to discuss both manual and computer
ized options for managing data. If the majority 
of participants are using computers, then the 
discussion can focus on new computerized 
applications and methods for managing data 
on the farm. 

If the participants are somewhat evenly dis
tributed over a range of record systems, those 
that are using computerized systems may 
even be used as resource people discussing 
their experiences for the benefit of the rest of 
the group. Participants with excellent manual 
systems can also share the methods they've 
devised for managing information. Be flexible, 
and try to involve the audience as much as 
possible without getting bogged down on 
technical issues and details. 

This section provides an overview of informa
tion management alternatives. It is intended 
as a short primer for those with limited back
grounds in conducting educational workshops 
on management information systems. Facilita
tors with extensive experience may want to 
substitute their own material for what is pre
sented here, or use their material to augment 
this discussion. 

This section concludes with a guide to some 
resources which can be used after the work
shop as participants implement their plans for 
improving their farm's information system. The 
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resource list should be modified to reflect 
those resources that are available locally. 

This section contains enough material for sev
eral 45-minute sessions. Use the material pre
sented here, along with your knowledge and 
experience, to prepare a presentation appro
priate for your workshop participants. 

4.4.1 - BASIC ALTERNATIVES FOR 
INFORMATION MANAGEMENT 

There are three basic alternatives for doing 
most information management tasks on a 
farm, and these are summarized in the over
head shown in figure 4.4.1. Farm managers 
can use an on-farm manual system, an on-farm 
computerized system, or a service provided 
by an off-farm consultant or service bureau. 
The advantages and disadvantages of each of 
these alternatives are discussed in this section. 

Before beginning the discussion, note that the 
effectiveness of an information system does 
not depend critically on which alternative is 
chosen. This point is emphasized in figure 
4.4.1. Effectiveness of an information system 
depends on an understanding of what infor
mation is needed, on discipline in collecting 
data, on thoughtful review of summary re
ports, on skillful planning, and on monitoring 
progress toward the implementation of plans. 

It is important to note that computerizing one 
part of an information system does not require 
computerization of everything. Often farmers 
achieve favorable results by starting with one 
fairly simple step toward computerization, 
making further changes only as needed. Some 
information management tasks will always be 
best done by hand. 

On-Farm Manual Systems 

Many record keeping, planning, and analysis 
tasks are most easily done by hand. Over the 
years, efficient manual systems have been 
designed for keeping farm production, market-
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ing, and financial records. In general, they are 
inexpensive and easy to use. The best manual 
systems are well organized, so that needed 
information can be retrieved quickly. They 
often include data collection forms that can 
be carried to the field or barn so data can be 
recorded during work activities. 

Of course, manual systems also have disad
vantages. The most serious may be that sum
marizing records can be time consuming and 
prone to errors. Important problems or oppor
tunities may be missed as a manager focuses 
on the details of individual production events 
or financial transactions rather than on broad
er business patterns. Developing production 
plans and budgets can also be so time con
suming and tedious when done by hand. As a 
result, planning may not be done as carefully 
as it should. Record system summaries, pro
duction plans, and budgets are also often the 
basis for reports to lenders or government 
agencies. With a manual system, preparing 

What's Possible? 

• 	 There are three basic ways to do most 

infonnation system activities 


• 	 on-fRim manual 

• 	 off-farm service 

• 	 on-farm computerized 

• 	 Success does not depend on the basic 
approach you choose. It does depend on: 

• 	 your understanding of wby you need 
infonnation 

• 	 your omce procedures and discipline 

Figure 4.4. 1 
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accurate, attractively formatted reports may 
be time consuming and difficult. 

At this point in the workshop, you may want 
to ask participants to share something good 
and/or bad about the manual components 
of their information systems. Note any similar

ities which occur across the various farms 
represented. 

Service Bureau Systems 

A wide range of record keeping and informa
tion processing services are offered by banks, 
accountants, veterinarians, crop and livestock 
production consultants, community colleges, 
and market advisory services. These services 
may be provided on a fee-for-service basis, 
or they may be offered as part of some other 
service. In general, the providers of these ser
vices use computers to speed data entry, pro
cessing, and reporting. 

Because they have many clients, service bu
reaus are often able to use their computer 
equipment on a full-time basis and can hire 
specialized workers to enter data and process 
reports. As a result, they are often able to of
fer a high level of service at a reasonable cost. 
Many service bureau systems also provide 
expert analysis, advice, and comparative infor
mation along with their information process
ing services. 

On the negative side, managers who use ser
vice bureau systems often fail to develop the 
knowledge of the details of their operation 
that would otherwise come with maintaining 
their own records of individual transactions 
or production events. As a result, even well
deSigned, accurate summary reports may not 
be as meaningful. Managers who use service 
bureaus may also lose the flexibility and im
mediacy of being able to look at their records 
in response to an unexpected problem, or to 
use their records in developing figures needed 
for production planning or budgeting. 

It could be valuable to have participants who 

use service bureaus briefly discuss their expe
riences and plans for the future of their service 
bureau use. Do they expect to continue with 
the service, or do they anticipate change? If 
changes are expected, what will they probably 
be, and who will be responsible for subse
quent information management? 

Computerized On-Farm Systems 

Since the introduction of personal computers 
in the late 1970s, the cost of on-farm comput
er systems has fallen steadily while the power 
of those systems has increased dramatically. 
A complete, relatively powerful computer 
system, including a printer and operating sys
tem software, can be purchased for less than 
$2,000. Affordable software packages are also 
available to support most farm management 
activities. 

The best software packages are designed to 
make data entry as easy as possible. They 
make data available for retrieval as needed 
for reviewing recent activities or for develop
ing plans for the future, and they generate 
reports that are accurate, informative, and 
easily read. Computerized tools for planning 
and analysis give managers access to the 
problem solving skills of the experts who de
signed them, often at a cost well below the 
charge for a single on-farm visit by a consult
ant. Also, telephone linkages between on-farm 
computer systems and remote databases give 
managers access to timely information on 
market conditions, weather forecasts, and 
production recommendations. 

These are significant advantages, but they 
come at a cost. First, when costs of ownership 
and training and the value of time spent enter
ing data and generating reports are taken into 
account, computerized on-farm systems are 
usually more expensive than manual or ser
vice bureau systems. Second, computerized 
systems are subject to breakdowns and equip
ment failures that can delay access to data or 

can even result in the loss of data. Finally, data 
entered and stored by one software package 

Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Station 24 



Information Management for Your Farm: Facilitator's Guide 

may not be accessible by another. Therefore, 
it may be necessary to print out detailed data 
and re-enter it when it will be used for a pur
pose outside the range of functions supported 
by a single package. 

You should involve participants in discussion 
again by asking those with computers to share 
their experiences. What benefits have they 
received? What unexpected costs did they 
encounter? How long did it take them to learn 
to use the program or the equipment? Would 
they make the decision to computerize again, 
knowing what they now know? 

Farm managers using manual systems are of
ten keenly interested in what their computer
ized neighbors are doing, so expect some 
good dialogue at this point. Questions about 
what a computer can be used for on the farm 
will likely arise from this discussion, providing 
a transition to the next topic. 

4.4.2 - MANAGEMENT SUPPORT FROM AN 
INFORMATION SYSTEM 

An information system should be a tool that 
leads to more effective management. There
fore, the design of an information system 
should be based on an understanding of the 
management activities that are most important 
in an operation. This section presents a broad 
overview of the kinds of support a well de
signed farm information system can provide 
for production, marketing, and financial man
agement. Not all these elements will be im
portant in every operation, and some activities 
key to a specific farm may not be identified, 
but this overview should help identify the 
kinds of management support farm informa
tion systems can provide. The overhead 
shown in Figure 4.4.2 headlines these topics. 

Production Management 

An effective farm information system can sup
port crop and livestock production manage
ment in a variety of ways. These range from 
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basic record keeping for internal use or for 
reporting to regulatory agencies, to produc
tion planning, work scheduling, and problem 
identification. 

Crop production records (which may be main
tained on paper, kept by a consultant, or en
tered and stored in an on·farm computerized 
system) usually include data on inputs used 
and crop yields on a field-by-field basis. They 
may also include field maps, soil test results, 
weather records, machinery use and mainte
nance records, and scouting information on 
insect, weed, and crop disease problems. 
Some producers also keep detailed diaries 
of field work that include information on the 
dates and time required for field operations. 

Livestock production records can also be 
maintained manually, by a consultant or veter
inarian, or with an on-farm computerized sys
tem. For livestock enterprises based on breed
ing stock - such as dairy, cow-calf, and feeder 

Management Support 

• 	 An information system should lead to better 
decisions and more effective management. 

• 	 Information systems can support 

• 	 production management 

• 	 marketing management 

• 	 financial management 

Figure 4.4.2 
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pig operations - records are usually main
tained for each cow or sow. The records may 
include data on the production of young ani
mals and milk, health and reproductive prob
lems, and feed consumption. Often these 
systems focus on key "events" such as heat 
detection, breeding, pregnancy check, birth 
of young animals, weaning, and culling. 

For livestock enterprises such as beef feedlots, 
hog finishing, and poultry production, records 
are usually maintained for groups of animals. 
These records generally include data on per
formance indicators such as weight gain, feed 
consumption, and death losses. 

Production records are of value only if they 
are used to support management decisions. 
For most farmers, crop and livestock records 
are the primary source of information needed 
to analyze past performance, to develop pro
duction plans, and to monitor their implemen
tation. A wide range of manual and computer 
based tools are available to support planning 
and analysis in specific crop and livestock 
enterprises. 

A farm's production record keeping system 
may be as simple as a machinery maintenance 
card file, a wall chart indicating planned 
breeding and calving dates for a dairy herd, 
or a computer-generated "to-do" list tor a 
feeder pig operation. The production record 
system may also be as complex as a dairy 
herd breeding wheel, a computer model for 
evaluating pest management decisions, or a 
project management package that projects 
and tracks flows of resources through a grow
ing season. In each case, however, the quality 
of the support these tools provide depends 
critically on the completeness and accuracy 
of the production records used with them. 

A final point to make is that the value of farm 
production records is often enhanced when 
they are supplemented by external informa
tion. These can be evaluations of alternative 
production practices, recommendations on 
how to respond to crop pest or herd health 

problems, variety trial results, sire perfor
mance records, etc. External information may 
be essential for evaluating production alterna
tives you have never tried. It may also be the 
basis for performance comparisons that can 
help identify strengths and weaknesses in indi
vidual operations. 

Marketing Management 

Many cash grain and market livestock produc
ers use forward contracts, futures contracts, 
and/or options to manage the price risk they 
face. Farms that place importance on market
ing management are likely to have informa
tion systems which include systematic meth
ods for monitoring current prices and market 
news and for maintaining historical price 
records. 

Current market conditions can be monitored 
through radio broadcasts, price quotes pub
lished in newspapers, phone calls to a local 
elevator or commodity broker, or an on-line 
market news service. All provide easy access 
to information on price levels and news sto
ries that may have an impact on price trends. 

Methods for maintaining historical price 
records include files of cash and futures price 
quotes clipped from a newspaper, hand 
written records, price charts, newsletters from 
marketing advisory services, and computer
ized databases. Historical price records can 

be useful for recognizing recurring patterns 
in price movements or for spotting current 
price trends. This is one reason why price 
charts - whether drawn by hand, published 
in a newsletter or newspaper, or generated 
by charting software packages using an on
farm computer - are so widely used for 
marketing management. 

Many farmers find it useful to supplement 
historical price records with records of past 
marketing transactions. Again, these records 
can be maintained by hand or in electron
ic form. Such records are needed to keep 
track of current inventories, forward contract 
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commitments, and futures and options posi
tions. They are also useful for identifying typi
cal seasonal patterns for marketing decisions. 

The value of historical price and market trans
action records is enhanced if they are used as 
data in evaluations of alternative marketing 
strategies. For example, several years of histor
ical price records can be used in a "what if' 
analysis of strategies that call for different pat
terns of sales over the marketing year. Results 
for these new strategies can then be com
pared to actual results based on market trans
action records. Such an analysis can be done 
by hand for only a few simple alternatives or 
by computer for a larger number of more 
complex marketing strategies. 

Financial Management 

The ultimate success or failure of a farm busi
ness is often measured in financial terms. All 
farm businesses are required by law to main
tain the financial records needed for income 
tax reporting. Farm businesses that borrow 
money are also required by their lenders to 
maintain records needed to assess their liquid
ity, profitability, and solvency. But even in the 
absence of these outside reporting require
ments, financial records and financial plans 
are important tools for the management of 
farm businesses. 

Financial record systems organize, store, and 
summarize data on financial transactions. A 
financial record system may be as simple as 
a set of file folders or envelopes for bills and 
receipts. It may also be a manual farm ac
count book, a computerized service provided. 
by an accountant or lender, an inexpensive 
computerized check register maintained with 
an on-farm computer, or a full featured com
puterized farm or business accounting pack
age. Though there are important differences 
among these types of financial record sys
tems, they share a number of characteristics 
because accounting practices have been high
ly standardized since before the invention of 
computers. Once again, how you use a 
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record system is more important than which 
type of system you choose. 

Financial record systems are primarily back
ward looking. They summarize information on 
past transactions in order to describe the cur
rent financial position and past financial per
formance. As such, the value of these systems 
depends largely on how well the statements 
they generate help track a farm's financial 
progress. 

Good financial management also needs to 
be forward looking. An information system 
should also include tools that help develop 
budgets for the short, intermediate, and long 
term. Projections of cash flows can help in 
managing cash reserves and credit more effec
tively, and longer term budgets can help in 
evaluating the profitability of alternative invest
ments. Once decisions are made, compari
sons between budgeted and actual perfor
mance can help monitor the implementation 
of plans. 

Finally, the financial management component 
of your information system may provide useful 
support for activities such as payroll process
ing and monitoring accounts payable and 
receivable. Computerized systems are espe
cially useful for functions such as these, since 
they can be quite effective in automating time 
consuming tasks. 

Discuss the pros and cons of the methods 
used by workshop participants to maintain 

information for production, marketing, and 
financial management decisions. Are they 
pleased with the information they have avail
able for making these decisions? Is there data 
which they wish they had, but are currently 
not collecting? How well do their current sys
tems relate to their critical success factors? 
This may be a good opportunity to once again 
have participants focus on information needs 
in relation to their critical success factors. 
Questions or comments about computer sys
tems provide good lead-ins to the next portion 
of the What's Possible segment. 
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4.4.3 - HARDWARE AND SORWARE FOR 
COMPUTERIZED INFORMATION SYSTEMS 

Many farmers are considering the purchase 
of a new computer, or perhaps upgrading a 
current system. Effective use of computers for 
information management requires that farmers 
know something about computer hardware, 
general and specific purpose software, and 
the process of establishing computer-based 
information system components. Each of 
these items is briefly discussed in this section 
and summarized in the overhead shown in 
figure 4.4.3. Facilitators may also want to sup
plement this material with their own or with 
locally developed materials that discuss com
puter hardware components, terminology 

and software for farm applications. 

Computer Hardware 

Hardware is the term used to describe all the 
physical components of a computer system. 

Computer-based 
Information System Resources 

• Hardware 

• General purpose software 

• Specific purpose software 

• Converting systems 

A typical computer system includes four basic 
hardware components. The CPU (the central 
processing unit) is contained in the box-like 
chassis of the system, which also houses disk 
drives, memory chips, and interface devices. 
Information is entered into the computer via 
the keyboard (or in some cases from remov
able disks or via telecommunication links). The 
computer displays input and output through 
a monitor, a device which is similar in appear
ance to a television. Finally, computer output 
is recorded on paper using a printer. The costs 
of these hardware components varies depend
ing on their capabilities and technological 
advances in the computer industry. 

As shown in the upper part of the overhead 
in Figure 4.4.4, computer hardware is avail
able from three primary sources: local dealers, 
mail-order companies, and other mass distri
bution outlets. Local dealers typically sell a 
limited number of computer brands, but pro
vide a substantial amount of service and assis
tance. While this may result in higher initial 
purchase costs, it might possibly lower costs 
over time when support, repair, and mainte
nance expenses are incurred. 

Mail-order companies either market their own 
brand of computers, or handle a wide range 
of computer makes. They compete on price 
and features, and normally rely on contracts 
with third parties to perform repair and main
tenance services. They can often tailor a sys
tem to exactly fit anticipated needs. Mass 
distribution outlets, such as retail chain stores 
or computer warehouse-type stores, also offer 
low-priced computer alternatives. Their ap
proach is often to only stock a limited number 
of pre-determined computer set-ups that are 
priced to maximize their sales volume. 

Purchasing computer hardware from a local 
dealer is often recommended for someone 
new to using computers. Competent dealers 
can help determine hardware needs and pro
vide systems which will perform the functions 
required. A local dealer also may offer assis

Figure 4.4.3 tance in setting up the system as well as train-
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ing sessions covering computer basics. Of 
course, these services are paid for in the form 
of slightly higher prices in comparison to other 
computer sources. 

For experienced computer users, mail-order 
or mass-market suppliers are often better 
sources for hardware. Mail-order companies 
build custom systems to individual customer 
specifications at very competitive prices. 
Mass-market outlets typically stock configura
tions appropriate for many farms, and are also 
quite price competitive. Some of the more 
specialized mass-market computer vendors 
also provide customizing services. Neither of 
these sources will usually offer the same levels 
of service expected from local dealers. 

No matter where a computer is purchased, 
there are four main issues to consider prior to 
the purchase decision. These are listed in the 
lower part of Figure 4.4.4. 

Support and service has been mentioned. The 
importance of this issue depends on the skills 
and interests of the end users. For someone 
who wants a packaged system for their farm, 
ready to run right out of the box, higher levels 
of support and service will be required. On 
the other hand, some individuals are able and 
willing to spend time learning their hardware 
and software system's capabilities, and enjoy 
making their system do what they want. These 
individuals may require more technical advice 
and less introductory support. 

Compatibility is an important issue to consider 
for both hardware and software. There are 
several different types of personal and busi
ness computers available, and they will not 
necessarily always work together. Farms 
which already have one or more computers 
may be critically concerned with the ability 
to share data among their current and future 
computers. This will not be a problem for 
those new to the use of computers. The time 
to determine whether one computer is com
patible with another computer is before large 
investments are made. 
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Hardware 

Sources• 
• Local vendor 

• Mail order 

• Other 

Issues• 
• Support and service 

• Compatibility 

• Expendability 

• Cost 

Figure 4.4.4 

New computer users may have little need to 
share data within their operation. They would 
be less concerned with compatibility initially, 
however they may desire to share information 
electronically with other people who already 
have computer systems. Therefore, compati
bility with that existing equipment may some
times need to be considered. 

Sales representatives from the various hard
ware sources can usually provide information 
about compatibility, but such advice should 
not be depended on to be 100 percent reli
able. The best approach is to actually test the 
ability of any computer you are considering to 
work together with whatever other computers 
you use. Actually test the ability of the com
puters to share a data sample. Also test the 
ability to connect or network those computers 
together where that is desired. It is also very 
important to be certain that any software you 
plan to use will run properly on the type of 
computer you are considering. 
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Software 

• 	 Software is a set of instructions which tell 
hardware how to store, process, and report 
information. 

• 	 Three types of software 


• operating system software 


• 	 general purpose software 

specific purpose software 

Figure 4.4.5 

General Purpose Software 

• 	 Examples 

• 	 spreadsheets 

• 	 word processors 

• 	 Sources 

• 	 Software discount houses 

• 	 Local vendors 

• 	 Mail order 

Almost everyone eventually outgrows a com
puter system. This leads to the need for ex
pansion or replacement Before buying a new 
system, determine the cost of adding compo
nents (such as a modem or new monitor) or 
upgrading components (such as a new pro
cessor or additional memory). Also consider 
how much of a performance improvement the 
upgrade will provide compared to the capabil
ities of a totally new system. Again, sales 
representatives can provide this information. 

Though initial purchase price is an important 
issue when buying a system, that initial cost 
may be small relative to the costs of software 

and of the time devoted to learning and using 
the system and software. The lowest purchase 
price may not always result in the most effec
tive computer solution. A more expensive 
system that offers more support, service, com
patibility, and/or expansion may be the better 
alternative. 

Computer Software 

Software is the set of instructions which tells 
computer hardware what to do and how to 
do it (Figure 4.4.5). Without suitable software, 
even the most powerful hardware is virtually 
useless. Begin exploring computerized solu
tions for information system needs by examin
ing the variety of software packages available, 
then investigate hardware which is compatible 
with the chosen software. 

Three general types of software are available, 
and all of them are commonly used on farms. 
The first type is operating system and graphi
cal interface software. This includes DOS and 
Windows&, the Macintosh· operating system, 
the various versions of UNIX, etc. Basically, 
this type of software tells the computer how 
to manage files (collections of related informa
tion), use memory, access storage devices and 
other components, and display information. 

All microcomputers use some type of an oper
ating system, and some are able to use more 

Figure 4.4.6 than one type (though not at the same time). 
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Many are sold with an operating system al
ready installed, and you can sometimes speci
fy which you want. Selection of a computer 
does sometimes dictate which operating sys
tem you will have to use, and the operating 

system to some degree dictates compatibility 
with other computers. When two computers 
use the same operating system, it becomes 
more likely that data can be exchanged be
tween them with fewer complications. 

The second basic type of software is referred 
to as general purpose software. Examples 
and sources of general purpose software are 
shown in Figure 4.4.6. These are designed to 
perform some general task, and are not specif
ic to the agricultural industry, or to any other 
industry for that matter. Electronic spread
sheets, word processors, and database manag
ers are examples of general purpose software. 

Many general purpose software applications 
are routinely used on farms. They are available 
from a variety of sources, including software 
discount houses, local vendors, and mail order 
computer and office supplies companies. 

The third type of software is considered to be 
"specific purpose" software (see Figure 4.4.7). 
This is software written to address a specific 
need that is often relevant to only a single 
industry. Software programs specific to agri
culture include farm accounting systems, crop 
and livestock record keeping systems, and 
livestock ration balancing systems. 

Specific purpose software is typically written 
for a specific industry. Because this means 
there is usually a smaller market for this soft
ware relative to general purpose software, it 
tends to be priced significantly higher. Copies 
of specific purpose agricultural software may 
be available from local dealers, directly from 
software developers, or from universities. 

Most farms use a number of different comput
er software programs. Software used in man
aging a cow/calf operation might include a 
basic general ledger for accounting, a spread-
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Specific Purpose Software 

Examples• 
• farm accounting 

• crop record keeping 

Sources• 
• Local vendors 

• Software developers 

• Universities 

Figure 4.4.7 

sheet for budgeting, a livestock record keep
ing program for production records, a word 
processor for correspondence and report writ
ing, and an operating system with utilities for 
managing the computer. The software used by 
any particular farm depends on the nature of 
the operation, the goals of its management 
team, and their current information system. 

4.4.4 - CONVERTING TO A COMPUTERIZED 
SYSTEM 

After obtaining the necessary hardware and 
software to computerize part or all of a farm 
information system, the next step is to begin 
implementing use of the new tool. Figure 
4.4.8 summarizes advice for beginning this 
process. 

First, don't fix what's not broken. Rather, focus 
computerization efforts on one or more areas 
that need improvement. For instance, a farmer 
who has a very complete set of crop field 
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Converting to a New System 

• Don't fix what's not broken 

• Start small and build 

• Maintain both systems 

• GIGO 

• Establish procedures 

Figure 4.4.8 

records that always provides ready access 
to information needed for management deci
sions may realize few benefits from computer
izing his or her crop records. Unless a com
puterized system adds new capabilities such 
as mapping or improved summarization, it 
will, at best, provide the same information 
as the manual system. 

At worst, a new computerized system may 
be more cumbersome and time-consuming 
than a functioning manual system. On the 
other hand, a computer package that makes 
significant improvements in an already effec
tive manual system can be the best first step 
toward computerization. 

Effective information managers often start 
small and build. Many managers express a 
desire to computerize everything on the farm, 
but then find the job so overwhelming that 
nothing gets done. Start by choosing and 
computerizing one information need. For 

example, a manager of a row-crop farm might 
decide that enterprise analysis by crop and 
field is a priority. That person might invest 
initially in a computerized enterprise account
ing program to maintain accounting records. 
Once this is done and the manager has 
achieved some success in this area, subse
quent needs can be tackled until some level 
of stability is attained. 

Common sense suggests that as a manual 
system is converted to a computerized sys
tem, both should be maintained for a period 
until the computerized system is proven to 

generate accurate results. By maintaining 
parallel systems for a short time period, users 
gain a confidence in the computerized sys
tems that will reinforce its use in other appli
cations as needs grow. 

Any computer program is only as good as 
the data entered into it. Computer scientists 
refer to this as the Garbage In - Garbage Out 
(GIGO) principle. Inaccurate input results in 
erroneous output from any computer. A com
puter does not eliminate the need to maintain 
and record data; it simply provides a faster, 
more convenient place to store and retrieve 
the data. Individuals who hate keeping re
cords and dislike typing may not be pleased 
with computerized systems. 

Finally, any aspect of an information system 
will be improved by establishing standard pro

cedures about it This is true for a computer
ized system, too. Schedules should be estab
lished for performing routine tasks, and these 
schedules should be adhered to. Examples 
of procedure schedules include entering ac
counting transactions each Friday afternoon, 
and posting them on the first day of each 
month. Establishing such procedures will form 
good management habits and maintain conti
nuity in an information system. 

Wrap up the What's Possible segment by dis
tributing a guide to farm information system 
resources. Figure 4.4.9 shows some of the 
materials available. This list can be modified 
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to include local or regional resources. Parti
cipants can also be asked to contribute to this 
list, to build your resource library for future 
workshops. 

4.5 - OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES 

In this final Information Management for Your 
Farm workshop segment, participants will 
identify specific objectives for improving their 
information system. They will also begin to 
develop a strategies for working toward those 
objectives. 

Through the earlier parts of the workshop, 
participants reviewed their personal and busi
ness goals and objectives, and learned about 
their own management styles. They worked 
with others from their farm operation to iden
tify critical success factors for their business 
and specific types of information needed to 
do well in these critical areas. They assessed 
their current farm information system's 
strengths and weaknesses, and through the 
discussions and presentations they learned 
more about what their information system 
could be like. 

Now is a time for members of the various 
participating management teams to reflect 
on all they have learned in the workshop and 
translate theie new knowledge and insights 
into concrete action plans. But, because ob
jectives and strategies for improving an infor
mation system typically address weaknesses 

or fundamental management problems, partic
ipants may not want to discuss these openly 
with the group. Therefore, this segment of the 
Information Management for Your Farm work
shop is designed to accomodate privacy and 
does not include time for group discussion. 

Begin this final segment with a brief recap of 
the workshop and with a restatement of its 
two major goals: 

• 	 Identifying crucial information needs for 
your business. 
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Additional Farm Information System Resources 

• Ag Executive 
Doane Information Services 

11701 Borman Dr. 

St. Louis, MO 63146 

(314) 569·2700 

• agRNNOVATOR 
Agricultural Information Management Network 
7014 West Higbway C·13 
Linn Gove, IA 51033 
(712) 296·3615 

• Association of Agricultural Computing Companies 
P.O. Box 122 

Claytonville, IL 60926 

(81S) 457·2987 


• Farm Home Omces 
P.O. Box 840 

Vinton, IA 52349 

(319) 477·3276 

Figure 4.4.9 

• 	 Developing a long-range plan for meeting 
those information needs. 

Because the workshop will end with the par
ticipants filling out a final work sheet and an 
evaluation form, take time now to thank any 
individuals or groups who may have helped 
organize the workshop. Also thank the partici· 
pants for their cooperation and willingness 
to share their ideas and experiences. 

If you plan to write personal follow·up letters 
to the workshop participants, you will need 
to make arrangements for getting copies of 
their various work sheets. Because it may be 
awkward, inconvenient, or even impossible 
to make copies of work sheets while partici· 
pants wait at the end of a workshop, each 
management team should have been given 
a large envelope and blank address label, 
as explained earlier in this chapter. If a parti· 
cipating farm management team wants to re
ceive follow·up material, have them print their 
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Objectives and Strategies for Your 
Infonnation System 

A pion 0/ adIon to Improve your __ ,hOUJd be beNd an Iong-tenn 

objocIIveo tho! reIlect your ...-Important information MOds and Iho CI.II'Ntlt 
otnngths oM ___ 0/ your InformoIIon oystem. 

In th.leIt~ cobm, 101 up to _ speciIIe objocIIveo you have for IrnpnMng 
your information _ CNfIr the .-_,....... In Iho rtghI-flond ooIumn, IcIenIIfv 
things you plan 10 do 10 __ !hose objocIIveo 

Infonnatlon StI8t8m objectlves Infonnatlon StI8t8m "To Do" Ust 

ObjocIIvel, ________ "To 00' Ust for Nett Week 

"To 00" Ust for the Next Throe Months 

"To 00" Ust forlho Nett V.... 

-Ouer-

Figure 4.5. 1 (Objectives and Strategies work sheet) 

InfonnatlonEvaluation Management 

PIwo compIeta this brief ~ /ann 10 help us imp""'" future Information 
Systtm workshops. Thank you for your _ evaluation. 

_,CIrcle the number on the following Hems that indicate your rating 01 the 

1nstrud0l(sj ond program. 

Instructor(.) Evaluation Poor Fair Excellent 

1. W.. well prapored and organiZA!d 2 4 5 

2. ~ onthuslasm for the subject 2 3 4 5 

3. __me to think about hew to use the Infonnatlon 4 5 

4. Uoed appropriIIte IIIsuaI aids 2 3 4 5 

Program EYIIIuatfon 
1. A~InIormat1onAudlt 3 4 

2. CrItical Success Factors for V"" BusIness 2 3 4 5 

3. Stnngtho and W__ 0/ your Fann'.1nformoIIon s,.tem 2 3 4 5 

4. What'o_ 3 4 5 

5. Sottq PrIorlu.. for hnprOlllng V"" Fann', InIonnation System 3 4 

6. 0v0r0II Workshop evoIuation 4 5 

Other Comments 

Figure 4.6.1 (Workshop Evaluation) 

address on the label and place it in the enve
lope along with their completed work sheets. 

As you distribute the "Objectives and Strate
gies for Your Information System" work sheet, 
which is shown in Figure 4.5.1, review the 
instructions. These direct participants to identi
fy up to three specific information system ob
jectives and to list steps they will need to take 
to meet these objectives. 

Participants fill out this final work sheet at 
their own pace. As groups work, you should 
circulate around the room to answer the spe
cific questions that will usually be asked by 
one or more of the participants. This can also 
be an opportunity to give individual groups 
personal responses to issues and questions 
that may have come up during the workshop. 

If you will be providing follow-up letters, this 
time at the end of the Information Manage
ment for Your Farm workshop is a good op
portunity for making a transition from group 
communication to one-ta-one communication. 
This quiet, relaxed ending to the workshop 
also provides opportunities for participants to 
communicate one-ta-one with each other or 
with the site coordinator for the workshop. 

4.6 - WORKSHOP EVALUATION 

The final work sheet to be completed by par
ticipants is a workshop evaluation (Figure 
4.6.1). You can distribute workshop evalua
tion forms along with the "Objectives and 
Strategies for Your Information System" work 
sheets. Instructing participants to place their 
completed evaluation forms in an envelope 
near the door as they exit makes it easier for 
them to preserve their anonymity. 

This form evaluates both the instructor(s) and 
the workshop program. The suggested form is 
designed to be brief and easy to complete. It 
also rates each segment of the workshop sep
arately. Average scores for the instructor(s) 
and the program can be calculated to assist in 
preparation of future workshops. Low scores 
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may indicate areas which need improvement 
in presentation or content 

Some universities and many organizations 
have their own standard educational program 
evaluation forms. These could certainly be 
substituted for the one shown in Figure 4.6.1. 
However, you should, if necessary, modify 
any such standard form to obtain feedback 

on each segment of the program individually. 

Though the form in Figure 4.6.1 could be 
modified to provide more, or fewer details, 
keep in mind that by this time in the work
shop, participants have completed seven dif
ferent work sheets. A lengthy evaluation may 
discourage careful completion of the form, 
reducing the usefulness of its results. 

CHAPTER FIVE: WORKSHOP FOLLOW-UP _____ 


One advantage of Information Management 
for Your Farm workshops is that facilitators 
become very familiar with the farms represent
ed. An opportunity exists to provide personal
ized suggestions and feedback for individual 
farm information systems. The detailed data 
on farm information needs that can be collect
ed can provide benefits to both farmers and 
facilitators. Providing individualized feedback 
is both demanding and rewarding. 

One good approach is to offer participants 
a set of written comments within about four 
weeks of the workshop. It is to provide these 
comments that the workshop participants are 
asked to provide their completed work sheets. 

These are the source materials used in analyz
ing their information systems. 

Participants should also be specifically asked 
to give permission for the information on their 
work sheets to be copied and retained by the 
facilitators for future reference. This should be 
done in a way that guarantees the privacy of 
individual data. Participants can be asked to 
indicate their approval for this by signing the 
farm summary work sheet that they turn in 
with their work sheets. 

When participants seeking individual feedback 
leave their filled out mailing labels and enve
lopes with work sheets with you, you should 
be sure to instruct them to keep their learning 
style inventory materials, provided they have 

recorded their learning style on the goals 
work sheet. 

You should budget about one hour to devel
op responses for each farm in a workshop. 
An example of the type of feedback that 
could be provided is shown in Figure 5.1. 
You can begin with some positive general 
comments about the workshop, then discuss 
important aspects of each work sheet in turn. 
You should point out areas where the man
agement team appears to excel, as well as 
areas which could use additional attention 
and effort. 

It may often be possible to direct the opera
tors of an individual farm to specific resources 
available within their area or state. For exam
ple, Figure 5.1 directs IISob and Carol" to con
tact a direct marketing specialist for informa
tion on marketing options for winter pears. 

It is also beneficial to include materials which 
may be of use in specific circumstances. IISob 
and Carol" can, for instance, receive informa
tion on partnership arrangements with their 
feedback because their concern with equita
ble allocations of revenue and expenses had 
an impact on their information system needs. 
View the follow-up activity as a way to tailor 
the general concepts discussed during the 
workshop to individual operations. 

If you retain photocopies of particpant work 
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sheets in your file for possible future reference you should return their original work sheets 
and individualized feedback, you should re to them with the feedback, along with all sup
turn the original work sheets along with the porting materials. However, do always keep 
initial feedback and supporting materials. For file copies of any feedback you provide, for 
those individuals who do not give permission potential follow-up meetings with, or calls 
for copies of their work sheets to be retained, from, participants. 

University of XYZABC 

Multi City Campus Department ofAgricultural and Applied Economics 
1234 First Avenue city state zip 

000/000-0000 Fax 000/000-0001 

MEMORANDUM 

Date: November 20, 199X 

To: Bob and Carol 

From: Xxxx Xxxxxxxx, Zzzz Zzzzzz 

Re: Comments and Suggestions for Infonnation Management on Your Farm 

We enjoyed working with you during the workshop on "Infonnatlon Management for Your 
Fann." We have gone through your work sheets (which are enclosed with this memo) and have 
a few comments and suggestions for you to consider as you begin to implement some of your 
strategies for improving your fann's infonnation system. 

From the Management Style Work Sheet, we note that Bob is a "diverger" and Carol is an 
"assimilator." This suggests you both like to learn by watching things and paying attention to 
details. Bob is more likely to base decisions on "gut feelings" about what is right, while Carol 
may prefer to do a more thorough, logical analysis before making decisions. 

On your Goals Work Sheet, you both identified goals that emphasize financial perfonnance, 
production quality, and environmentally sound practices. Your goaIs were in relatively close 
agreement. The critical success factors you identified emphasize production and marketing. 
Given your goals, these are certainly appropriate factors. 

You have made a good start in Identifying general categories of infonnation needed to monitor 
how well you are doing in these critical aspects of your business. As you look these over again, 
though, try to focus in on specific information Items that are especially relevant. For example, 
some of the items you listed under "maintain high quality" are good indicators of quality after the 
pears are harvested, but are there indicators you can watch during the growing season to make 
sure you are getting that high quality? We know this is a tough question (one that we do not have 
the knowledge to answer for pear production), but it is one that is worth asking about each of 
your critical success factors. 

Figure 5.1a (Sample feedback letter - page 1 of2) 
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Bob and Carol 
November 20, 199x 
Page 2 

From your Strengths and Weaknesses Work Sheet, it looks like you are making good use of 
your own production records. You are also getting good information from some of the specialists 
who work with your operation. On the other hand, the weaknesses you have identified point to 
problems with some of the other people you work with. 

Your first objective for Improving your information system is to reduce office time related to 
record keeping. In the near term, the steps you have identified for meeting this objective are 
appropriate. In the longer term, though, your comments on the Strengths and Weaknesses Work 
Sheet about lack of family involvement and your own ages suggest that the best way to reduce 
the time you spend in the office may be to shift some management responsibilities to other 
famlly members or to an outside partner. This would free up more of your time for evaluating 
production practices (your second objective) and investigating pear marketing alternatives you 
referred to in your third objective. If new partners are added to your operation the enclosed 
materials on partnership arrangements may be useful. We would also suggest you contact 
Aaaaaa Aaa, Direct Marketing Specialist (987/123-4567) to explore direct marketing options 
for your winter pears. 

We hope these suggestions will be helpful. If you have additional questions, please do call us. 

Thanks for partidpating in our workshop. 

enclosure 

cc: Aaaaaa Aaa 

Figure 5. 1 b (Sample feedback letter - page 2 of 2) 
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request to Robert P. King, Department of 
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sity of Minnesota, 1994 Buford Avenue, 130 
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ing individual learning styles. Instruments 
that a facilitator may be more familiar with, 
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be substituted, though the workshop facilita
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Excel, Inc. 

200 W Station Street 

Barrington IL 60010 
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