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FARM MANAGEMENT FOR BETTER LIVING

DR. E. H. HARTMANS*

The following talk was presented at the
Thirty-Sixzth Conference of the M.V.A.L
A. on June 8, 195).

Beginning in 1953 a new important
feature was added to the adult farmers
education program in our state. Through
a grant of the Hill Family Foundation,
“The Cooperative Farm Management
Study and Service” has come into exist-
ence and with this project the local
schools, the Minnesota State Department
of Education and the University of Min-
nesota have joined forces in setting up a
coordinated program of teaching, research
and extension in farm management. This
program has now been in effect for well
over one year and all of you participating
in it have probably formed some general
ideas about it.

Considering this development it seems
a very opportune time to explore with
you the contribution farm management
can make in helping farm people solve
their problems and reach their goals. For
those of you who had a year of experi-
ence, this talk may clarify some of the
problems raised in your mind and for
those who are not participating yet, it
may give an extra stimulus for actively
taking part in this work in the future.

I like to make clear in advance, how-
ever, that this talk is not meant to be of
a promotional character, but will merely
give an analysis of the facts as they are
confronting us. In the light of these facts
and conclusions you will have to give in
vour work the place to farm management
it deserves. In order to place farm man-
agement in the right setting I like to dis-
cuss with you first some general observa-
tions which have troubled many people
for a long time in the adult farmer edu-
cational field.

* Extension Economist in Farm Management,
University of Minnesota.

Why is it that some farm improve-
ments are readily accepted? Why are
others not, or very slowly, accepted even
though they are just as important to
the farmer as the first and are given the
same emphasis in educational work? Why,
for instance, are only 8% of the cows in
Minnesota being tested under the DHIA
program but why have 100% of the
farmers accepted hybrid corn? Or to ap-
ply it to a broader field, why is grass-
land production as compared to crop
production on a much lower level of effi-
ciency? Is it because research has not giv-
en it equal attention or educational peo-
ple have not given it an equal place in
their teaching? No, I don’t believe that is
the answer. In order to arrive at an an-
swer we have to explore what the goals are
the farmer and his family are working
for, the goals which are helping them to
obtain interest in education and research.
What are these goals? Generally speak-
ing, I think these goals can be summar-
ized under two main headings:

1. The attainment of as high an in-
come as possible with the available
resources of land, labor and capital.
Most people will pursue that goal,
not just for its own merits but in
order to acquire those things which
constitute a high standard of living,
a nice home with modern facilities,
education for their children, recrea-
tion, ete. In other words, the maxi-
mization of income is only an inter-
mediate goal necessary, however,
for the final goals of the family.
Some people, but in our time for-
tunately enough only few, see the
treasure in the old chest as their
final goal and live poor but die rich.
For them income is the final goal
in itself.
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2. The second goal which is not com-
monly mentioned but which it seems
to me has a strong influence on the
farmers actions is what I would like
to call the “leisure” goal. I don’t
mean leisure only in the sense of
doing nothing but also of doing
chores and farm practices in a more
easy way. In some cases the farmer
will thereby consciously not maxi-
mize his income; in other cases he
may do this subconsciously or with-
out knowing it.

It is my belief that the practices
which directly contribute to one of these
goals or which, in other words, are di-
rectly related to these goals are readily
accepted and put into practice under our
present setup of education and extension.
Practices which are farther removed from
the farmers’ goals are more slowly ac-
cepted. They are first accepted by farmers
with a broader agricultural education or
a better managerial capacity and greater
understanding of the farm organization
or with, plainly, a more intelligent mind.
Let me explain this with some examples:
When a farmer uses a better yielding
proven variety in crop production such
as hybrid corn, it directly increases the
yield of the crop which can be sold and
transferred into money. Since it is directly
related and very close to the income goal,
the advantage of hybrid corn, serving his
income goal is very easily understood and
quickly applied by the farmer. Disease
and weed control in cash crop production
are other practices close to the income
goal and directly related to it. Again here
farmers are apt to apply the newest tech-
niques quickly and generally.

To mention a field which is certainly
related to the income goal but is in many
cases closer to the leisure goal, I believe
farm mechanization is a good example.
The purchase of a particular modern
machine may reduce labor cost to the
extent that it increases total income, but
very often at the same time a particular
farm practice is easier done. The goal of
doing things easier, which not only
means doing less back-breaking work but
also doing things at a time that the
farmer wants them to be done have, in
my opinion, definitely contributed to a
large extent to the tremendous mechan-
ization taking place in American agricul-
ture over the last 25 years. In many cases
the leisure goal is pursued to the extent
that net income is unfavorably affected.
I could give here many more examples
which illustrate the relation between the
closeness to the two goals and the aptness
to do a certain practice, however, I trust
that those mentioned here have suffici-
ently explained what I mean. Now let’s
turn to some examples farther removed
from the goals. I have mentioned already
pasture or forage production either for
the benefit of maintaining or improving
soil fertility or for providing a cheaper
ration to roughage consuming livestock.

Pasture in itself is not easily sold on
the market. It is not a cash crop. If it is
kept for soil rotation reasons only, it
certainly is very far removed from the
evenutal income goal. Our observations
in the field show continuously that very
few farmers have an adequate crop rota-
tion program. A letter received from an
agent in southern Minnesota states “It is
rather interesting to find that only one of
18 better than average farms visited had
a definite crop rotation.”

In order to market forage crops such
as grasses and legumes, they first have to
be fed through livestock and transferred
into animal products. Forage, in other
words, contributes indirectly to the in-
come goal and is rather far removed
from it.

Because of its competition with cash
crops it is, on many farms, one of the
poorest developed and utilized parts of
the farm business. While the farmer
thinks that he is following his income goal
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he may actually not be doing this at all.
However, the road from roughage pro-
duction via utilization through livestock
is too long and has too many uncertain-
ties that he rather prefers a cash crop.
I mentioned the keeping of DHIA records
as something very slowly adapted. These
records provide no direct income but out
of these records which actually cost the
farmer money he can draw conclusions
to his breeding practices which, over a
long run period, will improve his herd
and increase his income. The same is true
for farm management records. The records
in themselves are often a burden to the
farms, but they will provide him very ef-
fective information for the farm unit;
information which may induce him to
change his farm organization or farm
practices. You may have wondered all
along why I presented this analysis to
you. How does all this reasoning tie in
with my topic? Well, here is the answer.

Farm management or farm planning
and farm organization has the purpose to
tie all the sections of the farm together
and put them in the right perspective.
Farm managment has the task to improve
the decision-making processes of the farm
family by learning how to develop and
evaluate  alternatives.  Unfortunately
many extension teachers have had diffi-
culty themselves of grasping the concept
of the whole of the farm and home busi-
ness as contrasted with its parts. Farm
management teaching requires not the
presentation of isolated established facts
to be accepted by the voice of authority.
No, it requires to put those established
facts into a pattern of analysis and opera-
tion by which the farmer not only sees
the contributions of the actions close to
his goals, but sees equally sharp the con-
tributions of all other actions. He will
then not just act by authority but by
conviction in his own mind.

It is very readily understood that this
type of work, of establishing family goals
and courses of action for obtaining such
goals under the particular circumstances,
can hardly be done on a mass basis. Out
of the primary objections of helping
farmers to make decisions under their
special circumstances follows automatical-
ly that the personal contact between

farmer and advisor is almost indispensa-
ble. No two farmers and no two farms
are alike, which immediately calls for an
individual approach of the problem. How-
ever, it is doubtful whether we ever will
have extension set up that can reach
each individual farm. But here is where
the wvocational agriculture teacher can
make his greatest contribution.

As T see it, it is the task of the agri-
culture teacher either in dealing with
adults or young people to make them
realize that the farm is a growing con-
cern; it is a business and thereby a busi-
ness which is organic in its construction.
It has, however, all the aspects of an
industrial business. The farmer has to be
a production operator, a labor manager,
a business manager, a banker, an admini-
strator, a salesman. In industry, however,
each of these jobs is assigned to a special-
ist; a person specially appointed for that
job. On a farm the farmer has to do all
these jobs alone and thereby having the
additional problems of dealing with a liv-
ing organism which is not the case in in-
dustrial processes. That is what makes
farming so difficult!

The farmer is the poor fellow who in
education and extension, through talks,
press and radio, is flooded with technical
and economic information on parts or sec-
tions of his farm business, yet he is left
alone to do the coordinating job. That
job he has to learn through farm man-
agement teaching. We have to show him
how to go about setting up his farm plan,
how to evaluate alternatives and how to
evaluate the practices he is doing. The
teacher and extension worker, however,
faces a difficult task if he wants to do a
good job. He himself, in the first place,
has to be able to make this organic unit
in such a way that either maximum in-
come is realized or anything else the
farmer wants to maximize. This requires
not only a knowledge of the technical in-
put-output relations; it also requires an
evaluation of economic alternatives. To
illustrate this with a simple example, it
means that he not only should know how
the yield per acre will increase by increas-
ing applications of fertilizer which is a
technical relationship, but at the same
time at what level of application he will
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maximize profit which is determined by
price relationships. He actually should go
farther and determine at the same time
whether the money spent on fertilizers (if
that is the only money he has available)
should not be used some other place in
the farm business where the money in-
creases farm income to a greater extent
than in the application of fertilizer. I
know that all this sounds very complicat-
ed, yet the farmer has to make exactly
these types of decisions often with very
little help.

If we consider all these facts, is it sur-
prising that he pursues in the first place
those things which are most simply re-
lated and closest to his goals? If we want
to assist the farmer in farm management
matters it will require that we, in the first
place, meet the qualifications of a practi-
cal farmer ourselves. With this I mean
that we should be able, if confronted
with a farm with or without the help of a
subject matter specialist, to manage that
farm so that it, under normal conditions,
will provide the highest income. It means
that we must know current agricultural
conditions and the details of customary
farm practices. A thorough training in
technical agriculture is a first prerequisite.
We must have the ability to appraise
each new technology and fit it into the
business of farming. Over and above this
knowledge and practical experience we
need a good economic insight. We must
be familiar with the principles of farm
management and the fundamentals of
economics. These principles are not a
working tool in itself but have to provide
the framework of thinking and the direc-
tion of action and advice. It means that
this “ideal man”, which probably is very
seldom embodied in one person, will have
the qualification of a real generalist. Farm
management is the task of the generalist
which each farmer is supposed to be.

Only the best farmers have the time or
the natural ability to keep up-to-date on
changes in economics and technical rela-
tionships and apply changes in their farm
operations under their particular circum-
stances. Most farmers will need a helping
hand of people in vocational agriculture
and extension work who can devote full
time on studying such changes and in

studying methods to apply such changes
in each farm to the greatest advantage.
The agricultural teacher has, as one of his
tasks, to make the farmer realize the
scope of his problems and thereby create
the need for more personal assistance in
solving his problems.

At the present time there is a strong
feeling towards giving more personal serv-
ice to the farmer. Whether such service
should be given on a free basis or whether
the farmer should pay for such service is
a matter of administrative policy.

With the “Cooperative Farm Manage-
ment Study and Service” you have cre-
ated a set-up to tackle problems of farm
management in the field and at the same
time gather the necessary information to
do a better teaching job. The fact that
the State Department of Education has
taken the initiative for this service is a
tribute to their advanced thinking and is
a demonstration of recognizing the prob-
lems confronting the farmer today.

I regard the planning part of the farm
as an organic unit as the most important
task of farm management. Farm records
are not farm management but farm rec-
ords are a tool—and an important one—
to judge the practical execution of a farm
plan on an individual basis. Through his
farm analysis the farmer may get sugges-
tions as to the changes to be made in his
farm organization.

A method of analysis widely used in
farm management work is the direct com-
parison method. According to this meth-
od changes in farm organization and man-
agement of an individual farm based on
the experiences of a larger number of
other farms following the same type of
farming, the most successful farmers
being the example. As a starting point
this method of using records may have
merits but only in drawing the attention
to certain differences among farms, cer-
tainly not to indicate the necessary
changes. There is no proof that the farm
practice of the most profitable farms will
maximize or even increase the income of
an individual farm. Especially the com-
parison with group data as the average
of the group or the average of the most
profitable one-third, etc., have to be used
very carefully. Such data often obscure
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the true relationships of the factors in-
volved. Across-the-board recommenda-
tions are in opposition to economic princi-
ples and underestimate the individual
management problem. The managerial
ability varies from farm to farm, family
goals or institutional factors may be in-
volved, etc. Group data, however, are use-
ful for indicating trends and levels of
technical output.

It is my observation in working in the
field that the most successful farmers are
always real individualists with a personal
thinking and personal plan. In our teach-
ing we have to develop and assist this in-
dividual approach. We have to give the
farmer the frame of thinking and the
means to develop his own plan. We have
to make him understand that farming is
a complicated business of which all parts
should be fitted in an organic pattern. We
have to make him recognize that planning
this business is the first thing to start
with and that in this planning process the
assistance of other people may be needed.
We have to give him an understanding of
the basic principles of alternative use. All
this you should be able to do better by
taking part in farm management work
now within the reach of your own or-
ganization.

If we look upon farm management in
this way it should be the most powerful
tool to help farmers not only to obtain a
greater income but consequently all those
things which constitute a better living for
the farmer and his family.

I would like to briefly mention what was
accomplished in Vermont with a dozen
farms after 6 years of individual farm
planning as compared to what happened
on a dozen other very similar farms where
instructual farm planning had not been
undertaken. The significant point is the
farms in both groups had the same labor
income in 1946; 31552 for group I, the
planning group, and $1551 for group II,
the non-planning group. In 1952 the farms
in group I had a labor income of $4565
while the farms in group II had a labor in-
come of $2623. Without going into the de-
tails of the changes brought about, a dif-
ference of almost $2000 more family in-
come was the pay-off for farm manage-

ment. Something similar to this might
happen in our own work. You can answer
for yourself whether it is worthwhile.

VOCATIONAL AGRICULTURE
IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

A statement: by Lewis A. Wilson, Com-
missioner of Education, New York State
Education Department.

How much can we accomplish in a
particular program? Let me illustrate by
using the teaching of agriculture in 200
or 300 central rural schools. Thirty or
thirty-five years ago the average farmer
in New York State was not even re-
motely interested in research, and yet the
great research stations at Cornell and
Geneva were doing things that should
have been of tremendous interest to farm-
ers. Today there isn’t a boy coming out
of a high school department of agriculture
who isn’t interested in research and the
findings of the research station. In a per-
iod of twenty-five years New York has
tripled food production and cut down
acreage 40 percent. One of the great re-
sponsibilities of the public schools is to
translate into action what we have
learned in many fields of research. Seven
farmers out of ten in the State of New
York today are boys who had training in
the high school department of agriculture.
The College of Agriculture does not train
farmers. They are coming from the high
school departments with basic training in
the biological sciences. Understanding of
research and its application in health have
had a profound influence on the welfare
and living of people.

I feel that we really should do more
to make youth feel that they are im-
portant, when I think of what the Fu-
ture Farmers have done from the stand-
point of community action and participa-
tion for better things. I conclude that a
youth movement of that kind contributes
a great deal to the development of our
country, economically and socially and
culturally.

1 Factors  Affecting the Improvement of
Secondary Education. Department of Health,

Education, and Welfare Circular No. 404, 1954,
p. 83.



