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Ever wonder why your neighbors’ place always looks great while yours sometimes leaves a little to be desired? Ever wonder how George can manage twice as many cows and still get all the work done, even the little things? The reason in both of these cases might be systems management.

When you think of your dairy you probably think about its various parts: the milking barn, the calf nursery, and the feeding operation, to name only a few examples. If you manage your dairy by trying to maximize those individual units, do not feel alone.  Since the first half of the twentieth century, America has adopted that style of management. By cutting the elephant into bite size pieces and working to maximize those pieces, the United States became the greatest industrial power the world has ever seen. 

During the last few years, a new understanding of the process of management has emerged -- systems management. At its broadest level, system thinking encompasses a large and shapeless body of methods, tools, and principles, all oriented to look at the interrelation of forces, and to see them as part of a common process. 

A system is perceived whole when its elements “hang together” because they effect each other and operate toward a common purpose. There are several major concepts in that definition. One is that the parts of a system affect each other. Another is that for a system to exist there must be a common purpose. The purpose affects the system.

What is the purpose for your dairy? Is it to produce the maximum milk possible? Is it to provide a way of life that you and your family enjoy? Is it to make as much money as possible?  Management will be different depending on the purpose. If you have no well-defined purpose, there will be endless activity but no progress. 

System comes from a Greek verb, which means, “to cause to stand together.” Examples of systems include biological organisms, the atmosphere, diseases, factories, chemical reactions, communities, families, and teams. Another word that fits this style of management is holistic, which is concerned with the good of the whole rather than the individual parts.

System interrelationships are often invisible – until someone points them out.  If you ask yourself questions such as “What happens if it changes?”, you will begin to see that every element of your dairy is part of one or more systemic structures. 

A dairy, among other things, is a milk and meat factory. Raw materials come in and products go out. The dairy system is not as easily recognized as it would be in an automotive assembly line, where parts are added in sequence to make the finished product. A good systems manager is someone who can see many units operating simultaneously.

The goal of management should be to maximize the efficiency of the whole in pursuit of purpose. You cannot always maximize the whole by maximizing the individual parts.  Since that point probably challenges your present paradigm, let me site an example. Let us say that an automotive engineer, working in the transmission division, discovers that by adding a certain part to the transmission he can reduce the cost of the automobile. If the goal is to maximize the transmission division, then he will not suggest the addition of the part because it will cost his department more.  The part will only be added if the goal of each department is to lower the cost of the entire car. 

If you have not done so already, decide on the purpose for your dairy operation and then examine how everything contributes to that purpose. Results are only measured over time.  It will take years to know if you are effectively working toward your purpose, but with a systems approach it will help you move toward that goal. 

After deciding on the goal, then the next step is to identify all the tasks that need to be done on a regular basis. This will take a lot of time, but should be a one-time occurrence, it need not happen every day. Next, decide who will do each task and how he/she should do the task. How the task will be done should be written out in a “How To” manual and each task numbered. The person performing the task should compare his or her performance regularly to what is recommended in the “How To” manual. You should also determine how often each task should be completed.  A five-column spreadsheet could help organize the data. The five columns would be Person, Frequency, Days, Task, and task number from the “How To” manual. 

The following is a short example: 

	Person
	Frequency
	Days
	Task
	Task  #

	Joe
	3X per wk
	M, W, F
	Clean close-up’s bedding
	24

	Sally
	1X wk
	Th
	Clean water troughs
	13

	Paul
	1X wk
	Tu
	Pregnancy check
	5

	Joe
	1X month
	3rd W
	Rebuild pulsators
	9


When preparing the “How To” manual, the basis is a step-by-step process for completing each task. Be sure the steps are in chronological order. Remember to identify the tools, supplies and materials to be used. If appropriate, specify the time required to do each step. 

No matter how long you spend on the task list and the “How To” manual, it will need to be added to and updated continuously. As tasks arise, add them to the chart, by deciding who, how often, when, what, and how. As employees discover better ways to do a task, then the “How To” manual should be corrected to reflect that new procedure. 

In closing, some helpful advise on training. When I was trained as a milker, I was put in the barn with someone who had been doing the job for several years. I learned all his good and bad habits. Do not let an employee train your new employee. If you do, then each person trained will stray farther and farther from “the procedure”. The only exception is if you know he/she does the task exactly as it is outlined in the “How To” manual. 

