
When you start looking at factors which impact 
the success of a grain and feed business, there is 
just no substitute for good employees. Period. 

Nothing new here, every single grain and feed manager 
worth his or her salt understands this truth. But, under-
standing this reality and finding (and keeping) employees 
who can truly make a difference in your organization is 
something altogether different. Ask any grain and feed 
manager what their top three challenges are, and we will 
wager that recruiting quality employees is among the list. 

There are plenty of reasons for the challenge: shrink-
ing pool of people with traditional, agricultural back-
grounds; the pull of urban areas, higher wages, and more 
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benefits; concern (maybe unfounded) about working for 
smaller, rural organizations, and the list could go on. 

Given the importance of the issue, we will dig into 
some of the key elements of framing a recruiting strategy, 
and boosting your odds for success in the battle for tal-
ent. First, we will take a look at recruiting goals. Then we 
will explore what prospective employees want and how 
to best position your company as an attractive employ-
ment opportunity. Finally, we will consider where to find 
great employees, both entry level as well as those with 
more experience. We hope to leave you with a better 
plan for fighting this talent battle.

Setting recruitment goals
While it may seem like an odd question, what is 

it that you want to accomplish with your recruiting 
efforts? If your answer is deeper than “find good peo-
ple”, you will probably have some useful insights that 
can focus your recruiting energies. Begin by identifying 
areas where your organization is facing challenges in 
recruitment. (Remember to write these down: Written 
goals are much more effective than those which are 
nothing more than a passing thought.)

 Some examples of recruiting goals might be:
• Reduce amount of time to fill a vacancy
• Reduce costs to recruit employees
• Improve productivity via more qualified 

employees
• Improve retention of new employees
• Better identify candidates within your organiza-

tion and across your network of contacts
• Improve understanding of expectations of both 

employee and employer
Keep in mind your overall business strategy when sur-

facing these goals. Does your firm expect to grow? What 
qualities make an employee successful in your feed and 
grain business? What type of positions are you trying to 
fill? What type of people are required to deliver on the 
promises you make to customers? With these goals writ-
ten down, you can start thinking about what prospective 
employees are looking for in a position/career. 
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What do potential employees expect?
What do prospective employees want today from 

their employer, their career? The emphasis here is on 
“today” – and getting your mind around this question 
may be challenging if you are a long-time feed and 
grain firm manager. As you might imagine, compensa-
tion is part of the answer, but certainly not all

Competitive compensation and benefits: There is 
little question that prospective employees will move 
toward jobs which will pay them what they feel they 
are worth. Incentive programs and bonuses are effective 
at attracting employees to your company. Most qual-
ity employees today will look to their employers for 
health insurance and retirement benefits. Most manag-
ers would agree that a competitive benefits program 
is essential for recruiting and retaining top employees. 
(A good resource for more information on employee 
salaries can be found on Monster.com’s salary guide: 
http://salary.monster.com)

Flexibility and balance: Some research has shown 
that many employees value a balanced lifestyle 
over high salaries. A typical employee’s workload 
is increasing, and many employees feel they are 
stretched too thinly. Many small and mid-sized 
businesses may have an advantage over large firms  
in terms of flexibility, and can meet this need better  
so use it when recruiting.

Challenge and growth: Top employees want to work 
for firms that will allow them to apply their skills and 
push them to succeed. Employees who feel challenged 
by their position will more likely be productive and take 
ownership in their work. They should also know that 
if they succeed they will have the opportunity to take 
on more responsibility. Again, in a small and mid-size 
firm, there is often a much more direct link between an 
employee’s actions and firm performance – they can see 
the “fruits of their labor.” If you are looking for individu-
als who want responsibility, use this opportunity to make 
a difference to your advantage.

Open lines of communication: Employees in grain 
and feed firms will likely have much more interest in 
a position if they know their opinions and ideas will 
be heard and taken seriously. A recent study published 
by Leigh Branham in her book Keeping the People Who 
Keep You in Business found that as much as 50% of 
an employee’s job satisfaction can be related to that 
employee’s relationship with his/her manager. 

Making your company attractive
How do you make your company attractive to 

these potential employees? It is far easier to find qual-
ity employees you want if they want to find you. Two 
factors, reputation and culture, can play a major role in 
making a firm attractive for potential employees.

Reputation: It has been said that the best way to 
recruit quality employees is to have a good reputation. 
Your firm’s reputation can be your company’s best sell-
ing point, or biggest hurdle. This is especially true in the 
grain and feed industry where the close-knit nature of a 
small agriculture and agribusiness community allows for 
word-of-mouth communication regarding a company’s 
reputation. And, such word of mouth can be very help-
ful . . . or very damaging.

A 2000 study by Daniel Cable and Mary Graham 
in the Journal of Organizational Behavior focused on 
the factors that affect an individual’s opinion about a 
firm. These individuals, soon to be college graduates, 
were ready to enter the job market in a variety of fields. 
The results showed that the top three elements which 
potential employees valued were the (1) industry a 
business was engaged in, (2) opportunities for growth, 
and (3) organizational culture. A peer’s endorsement 
was ranked 6th while the company’s size, legitimacy 
(established image), and financial strength ranked 7th, 
8th, and 10th respectively.

Small and mid-size grain and feed firms may face a 
disadvantage when it comes to growth opportunities.
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Cable and Graham (2000) Reputation Study
Rank % of  

importance 
(of 100%) 

Industry type 1 19.6

Opportunities for growth 2 18.9

Organizational culture 3 15.2

Organizational exposure/ prev. experience 4 13.8

History/age of firm 5 7.2

Endorsement by peers 6 6.9

Firm size 7 5.9

Legitimacy (established image) 8 5.3

Locations in foreign countries 9 3.1

Financial strength 10 1.7

Diversity 11 1.6

Office setting 12 0.1

Table 1. Factors affecting potential employee opinions about a firm
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The company may be limited in the scale and scope of 
operations. While these may be disadvantages, a small 
or mid-sized grain and feed business will often be per-
ceived as a more family-like operation compared to a 
large corporation. And, even in smaller firms, there may 
be far more growth possibilities than the size of the 
firm would seem to indicate. We know of grain and feed 
firms that have created new divisions/opened up new 
geographies, just because they had the “right person” on 
board to pursue the opportunity. 

Culture: A company’s culture can be defined as the 
shared values and practices of employees in a company. 
Many mangers may not have given much thought to 
putting their company culture into words. It may be 
helpful to ask yourself the following questions and use 
your answers to help you best position your firm for 
prospective employees. Be honest with yourself.

• How many hours are expected out of employees 
each week? 

• How would you describe the relationship between 
employees and management? Upper management? 
(ex. friendly and/or professional)

• How often are employees put in stressful situations?
• Is a portion of compensation tied to aspects of job 

performance?
• How much autonomy are employees provided?
• Do employees have the option of flexible hours to 

accommodate family or personal obligations?
It is important to be upfront about company culture 

with potential employees. If a position is going to require 
long hours or lots of travel, a potential employee needs to 
be aware of this. 

Small and mid-sized grain and feed firms can enjoy 
an advantage over larger firms when it comes to com-
pany culture. A rewarding workplace where employees 
can feel they are treated as individuals can appeal to 
a potential applicant. Giving a clear picture of your 
company’s culture is important. This includes pointing 
out less desirable aspects of the position as well. If an 
employee is aware of what to expect when taking a job, 
they will be less likely to become dissatisfied regard-
ing negative aspects of a job assignment. However, if an 
employee feels the tasks which they are performing do 
not match their implied or written job description, then 
the employee will have fewer reservations about putting 
in less effort or leaving the firm. Likewise, you can use 
your assessment of your culture as an evaluation tool for 

the prospective employee: Finding an employee who fits 
the culture is likely a much better strategy than hiring 
one and trying to “bring him/her around.”

Where do you find employees? 
A library full of books has been written on where 

and how to find employees. Methods for recruiting 
employees vary by the type of position you are trying 
to fill. Recruiting can be expensive, but dealing with 
and replacing an ineffective employee is probably even 
more expensive. It is important to seek out a mixture 
of recruitment methods which make you feel confident 
that you have access to a satisfactory pool of potential 
employees for your position. By no means are the sourc-
es for employees in this article exhaustive. Included are 
some tried-and-true methods as related by four CEOs of 
small and mid-sized agribusiness firms in the Midwest. 
Their key sources of employees included:

• Personal networking
• University professors
• Within their organization
• Recommendations from other employees
• Channel partners
• University career fairs
• Trade shows
• Internships
• Internet (www.agcareers.com, etc.)
Personal networking is still one of the most effec-

tive ways for feed and grain businesses to recruit new 
employees. Contacts with local high school teachers, 
other small businesses, and civic organizations can point 
you in the right direction when it comes to finding 
potential employees of good character. 

Contacts with universities will often provide refer-
rals to students who will perform well at positions that 
require a college background. Professors and/or career 
counselors will be familiar with students, and if they 
are familiar with your operation, they can often be a 
good start toward finding a good match. This is an area 
overlooked by many small and mid-size firms: There are 
university graduates looking for opportunities in small 
and mid-size agribusiness firms., and many times it takes 
establishing a relationship with the college or university 
to find them.

Employee referrals are also very helpful in finding 
new prospects for a small or mid-sized business. Current 
employees can be effective recruiters because they are 

1.800.394.2591
952.758.2591

www.scottequipment.com

605 4th Avenue Northwest  •  New Prague, Minnesota 56071 • Fax: 952.758.4377

BUILT FOR TODAY 
TO LAST FOR 
TOMORROW

E Q U I P M E N T  C O M PA N Y

Continuing to Build on Excellence

Lower profile easily accommodates retrofits
The twin agitator design yields a reduced vertical mixer profile due to the low diameter to length ratio,
providing the opportunity to increase mixing capacity in height restricted areas.

Revolutionary trouble-free 
drop gate design Scott Equipment
Company’s drop bottom gate eliminates the
piano hinge for improved performance and
provides a tight seal without the use of felt,
rubber or other seal materials.

Serving the agricultural industry for nearly 40 years...
Let our experience work for you.

Mixing results in 30-60 seconds
The counter rotating twin agitators 
provide a unique mixing action that 
results in a quicker homogeneous 
mix than traditional single shaft mixers.

Batches as low as 10% of 
rated capacity The exclusive 
agitator design provides the necessary 
product movement in the mixer to 
accommodate even the smallest batch size.

 INDICATE 101 ON INQUIRY CARD OR REPLY ONLINE24 FEED&GRAIN   October/November 2006   www.feedandgrain.com



industry. Depending on the type of position you 
are hiring for, you may want to place an emphasis 
on leadership experience. An applicant’s leadership 
potential can often be measured through references 
as well as involvement in school organizations.

A focus on experienced  
employees

In addition to using traditional 
recruitment tools, one of the best 
places to look for middle and upper 
management employees is your own 
firm. 

Business owners and upper 
management should work to ensure 
that lower managers recognize 
talented employees and bring them 
to mind when it is time to fill an 
open position. 

Keeping new hires and 
some final comments

The surest way to keep the 
employees which you have recruited 
is to follow through on the promises 
made while they were being recruit-
ed. One study by Jill Kickul in the 
Journal of Small Business Management 
(2001) found there was a strong rela-
tionship between perceived breach of 
contract on the employer’s part and 
employee turnover. It was also found 
that employees who felt they were 
shortchanged are more likely to with-
hold contributions, as they did not 
feel valued. 

To be sure, smaller and mid-
sized grain and feed companies face 
many challenges in recruiting quality 
employees. Don’t shy away from sell-
ing the advantages your organizaation 
may bring to the table — flexibility, 
respect, collegial work environment, 
recognition, leadership possibilities, 
etc. — all of these can go a long way 
toward tipping the battle for talent in 
your favor. ■

familiar with day-to-day operations of a firm, and they are 
able to recognize a good match with your firm’s culture

Networking within your industry can prove fruitful 
when it comes to recruiting. Contacts with other business-
es or suppliers can provide tips on potential new employ-
ees. Trade associations can also be helpful when it comes 
to locating quality employees. Many of these associations 

keep a database of open positions and can effectively 
advertise these positions.

Internet technology is being used increasingly by small 
and mid-sized business owners. This technology is in many 
cases replacing traditional newspaper classified advertise-
ments. This low-cost technology is making it possible for 
small businesses to compete for talent more effectively.

Internet-based recruiting firms can be 
effective as they are readily available, 
can spread out their Web costs, and 
deliver access to a significant number 
of potential applicants.

A focus on entry-level 
employees

One of the best recruitment tools 
for finding entry-level employees is 
an internship. Many managers (and 
students) view an internship as a 
three- to six-month job interview. 
This is an opportunity for a potential 
employee to gain familiarity with 
the industry as well as a specific 
company. And, even small firms can 
utilize this approach – it is a great 
way to get connected with your 
local college or university. (And, you 
might even consider a high school 
intern program.) One caution: If you 
are going to start an intern program, 
make sure the work is meaningful 
and relevant. We regularly hear of 
stories of really bad intern experi-
ences from students. If you are not 
ready to really give the student an 
experience that is somewhat similar 
to his/her first job  — treating them 
like an employee  — don’t go down 
this path.

If your firm does not offer an 
internship program, it is still helpful 
to pay extra attention to applicants 
who have participated in an intern-
ship within your industry. These 
applicants generally have an edge 
over their peers as they have a greater 
understanding of the feed and grain 
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