
 

Finding the right person, not the first person 

The key to harmonious staff relations is getting recruitment right and employing flexible team players, say 

Canterbury large farm contract milkers Michael and Susie Woodward. 

With 2065 cows to milk and a peak staff of fourteen, the Woodwards follow a philosophy of “finding the 

right person rather than the first person”. 

“Because we’re a big team, I think it’s really important that we do lay out what we have to offer, what the 

team culture like and how they will fit in with that.  ,” says Susie. 

The Woodwards have staff from the Philippines, Australia, Britain and China. Susie is originally from New 

York, so Michael’s the only Kiwi on the Te Pirita property.  

“They need qualifications, but they also need to be able to get on, like backpackers moving around the 

country and getting on with everybody else,” Michael says. 

“The attitude of backpackers seems to suit our system, because we need people that are willing to just get 

in there and experience it and try the work. They enjoy the mix of other cultures and team members,” 

agrees Susie. 

But that doesn’t mean they’re looking for happy-go-lucky staff and the Woodwards believe in doing their 

homework to find the right, committed people.  

“Instead of just jumping in and thinking, ‘ok, here’s a guy, great, he can fit in’, we work through and do a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Michael and Susie Woodward 

 

Role:   Contract Milkers 

Family:    Daughter Kylie and 3 dogs 

Passionate about:    Rugby, Young Farmers and being outdoors 

Location:  Te Pirita, Canterbury 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   578 + 44 Ha kale   

Herd numbers & breeds: 2065 Fresian – Fresian Cross  

Feed system:   In-shed feeding grain + DAF by-product at 800–1000kg/cow 

Dairy Shed:   80 bale rotary with ACR’s and protrack 

Staff Information 

Full time:   10 employees + Michael and Susie 

Part time:   4 employees, 3 calf rearers and 1 farm assistant 

 



 

New staff have to sign an authorisation that they accept breath alcohol testing and drug tests “We lay it 

out in the interview process and again when we’re signing paper work.  It’s helping develop the culture 

on the farm and we avoid bringing anyone in that causes a problem.” 

New staff are given an orientation, shown the farm map, driven round the property, shown 

accommodation and introduced to other staff. “It’s a process we carry over in the first few months.  It 

doesn’t all happen right away,” Susie says. 

Once a month Michael sits down with each staff member to check everything’s going well and to set 

some short term goals.  

“It might only be a 15 minute conversation, but it’s making sure that they’re still on track with the goals 

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do if you want to recruit 

and keep good staff: 

Be clear about the type 

of people you want to 

recruit – not just what 

skills and experience 

they have but also how 

they will fit in with your 

team. 

Make sure your 

recruitment process 

clarifies exactly what the 

role is and exactly what 

roles the applicant has 

had. Job titles can be 

misleading, so you need 

to ask a lot of questions 

to get a common 

understanding. 

Reference checks can 

confirm applicants’ 

experience as well as 

their ability. 

Have regular one-on-

one meetings with each 

staff member to review 

how they are doing and 

to talk about their goals 

and how you can help 

them achieve them.  

 

phone interview to initially see what they’re looking for, to see if they’re 

going to match with us, and then we progress to at least two reference 

checks to really find out what they’ve been like and what they’ve been 

doing,” Susie says. 

“If they make our top grade, then we bring them in for an interview.  

There are a few steps with recruitment, and we take it a step at a time.” 

Once they get to the interview stage, the Woodwards have learnt to 

watch for warning signs. 

“We’ll ask them the question, ‘how soon can you start?’ to see what 

their response is.  If they immediately say, ‘just give me four weeks for 

notice and I’ll come’, it’s not really on, and we’re thinking, ‘you could do 

that to me’.  We really want them to be answering, ‘I’m committed for 

the season but I can start in June’,” says Susie. 

The Woodwards are also careful with job titles, making sure they clarify 

exactly what experience applicants have.  There’s a difference, they 

say, between what a 2IC might have done on a small farm where he’s 

the only employee and a 2IC on a large operation with a dozen or more 

staff. 

“If they say they’ve been a 2IC, some of them haven’t done what, in 

our mind, a 2IC would do, so we need to make sure we understand 

that and that the people we’re recruiting understand our role and our 

expectations,” says Susie. 

“It’s a matter of balancing it and matching it up to understand, ‘what are 

you bringing, what does the role require, and how does that fit?”. 

Throughout the recruitment process, it’s important to spell out our 

expectations and our employment policy, Susie says.  

”On the very first phone call, I say, ‘We’ve got a drug and alcohol policy 

on the farm.  This is what it is, is this going to be a problem?’  I let them 

know right away and they might say it’s not an issue, but then I never 

hear back from them.” 



 

we set down earlier in the season, driving towards the ultimate farm goals that have been set down at the 

start.  It gives them buy-in,” says Michael. 

Susie says they ask staff what they want to achieve rather than have management setting goals for staff. 

“They might go, ‘I didn’t get to trim lame cows’ feet when I was at another place. I really want to get some 

one-on-one with that’, so we’ll take that on board and pull them in when we’ve got some cows out and 

someone to train them and do more one-on-one with those particular people.” 

The Woodwards say recruiting staff with the right attitude who will fit into the team culture is as important as 

selecting on the basis of skills and experience.  “We can teach those skills but we can’t teach someone to 

be a good team player.” 

 

 

The staff perspective: 

When Yongchuan (Anton) Li left China aged 17 to seek his fortune in New Zealand, he knew nothing of 

the dairy industry, but seven years later he’s a valued member of Michael and Susie Woodward’s staff.  

“In the beginning I didn’t know what to study, I just study English,” Yongchuan 

says. “I have a cousin studying agriculture in university in my home town and she got on really well with 

the professors and talked about me being in New Zealand.  

“Those professors know a lot about agriculture so they tell my cousin, ‘New Zealand agriculture is really 

good and Lincoln University is really good – tell him to go there’.” 

Yongchuan followed their advice and did a Diploma of Agriculture.  He got a taste for dairy farming 

when he was doing the practical component of the course. “I really liked the environment and the work 

and then when I went back to university I just tried to learn more about dairy farming and decided to 

build a career in it.” 

Shortly before he graduated, Yongchuan started looking for a job. An agency put him on to the 

Woodwards. “I come and have a look and really like it so I decide to work here.” 

“This is big farm with 2000 cows and Sylait is a big company so I think if I keep working here there could 

be a lot of learning opportunities and I can build up my career.” 

Yongchuan has completed AgITO level 2 and is working on level 3.  He’s now feels at home on the 

farm. “I grew up in the city and in my work here, I really like the environment, it is so different from the 

city and everything is practical, not lots of theoretical things.  I like this, I can see it, I can touch it.” 

Yongchuan now has responsibility for effluent on the farm.  First he was shown how to shift the effluent 

gun from tower to tower on the centre pivot.  “That was a very easy job and then they show me how to 

do more jobs.” 

He now keeps the effluent diary updated and is drawing a farm map to track exactly whre and how 

much effluent goes on.  “Being responsible for that is very interesting for me.  I learn how effluent works 

and I learn how to take more responsibility.” 

 


