When Business Gets Personal
By Kate Yegerlehner

	“It’s not personal, it’s business.”  That’s a line from the movie, You’ve Got Mail.  In this story, the establishment of a new super-sized, trendy bookstore spelled financial disaster for the small, multi-generationally owned Shop Around the Corner located, ironically, just around the corner.  The big store could provide books at a lower cost because of volume.  The small shop gave personal service, attention, and yes, passion and a love for both literature and individual to their customers.  And yet, in this case it wasn’t enough.  The Shop Around the Corner could not withstand the competition.  The little shop’s owner railed at the injustice of this businessman who so callously put her out of business.  His response: “It’s not personal, it’s business.”  Ha!  That’s usually only true when you’re not the one watching your livelihood being pulled from your grasp.
	It does not require a lot of insight to draw some parallels between this movie plot and the recent history of the dairy industry (and just about every other sector of American agriculture).  As margins of return have slowly diminished, the competitive players—predominantly economies of scale—have survived while many smaller operations have sold out or gone under.  Sometimes the “big guys” are good guys with good business practices.  Some of them come out on top as a result of unethical or cutthroat management.  Either way, the average “little guy” can’t compete.  “It’s not personal, it’s business.”
In this era of agriculture, there are two main ways I understand that make it possible to not only survive but be profitable.  Get big, or find a niche market.  Yet even the niche markets seem unable to protect hardworking farmers from eventual prices below their profit margin.  Case in point: organic.  A niche market born of conscientious producers, there is one teeny little problem with organic.  The government got involved.  
Now before I get labeled a seditionist, let me say that I am not anti-government in theory.  The intentions of regulating were/are good.  But regulating morality never works very effectively.  And at its heart, I believe that the issue of organic is a moral one.  It has to do with how we steward the land and care for the environment, how we treat the animals, and how we take care of our fellow man.  
“Grass-fed” is one of the latest sustainable agricultural terms being analyzed and defined at the federal level.  Once it is officially regulated, no one will be able to legally use the term to describe their products if they have not been governmentally certified as such.  Again, in theory this is good, to protect the markets of producers who abide by the parameters from those who do not.  Still, a cursory glance at the organic sector will reveal large corporations finding loopholes, defying regulations, taking advantage of the system, and abusing consumer trust, while the farmer who is a little short on legal expertise and financial clout gets notice his contract won’t be renewed because organic milk demand is down.  “It’s not personal, it’s business.”
So what, exactly, is a person to do?  How can we insulate our family farms and businesses from this cruel and calculating process of natural selection (actually, this process seems a little unnatural to me, but you get my point)?  I’m not saying it will be foolproof, but I think the best answer is that business needs to get personal.
We entered our tenth year of direct marketing this fall.  Our knowledge of marketing has grown considerably (and when I say none of us here are experts even now, you might have an indication of how little we really did know in the beginning!), but in the last couple of years our collective focus has shifted slightly from selling cheese to caring for the needs of people.  As Dave Pratt very aptly put it, the purpose of a business is to serve.  Profit is necessary for the business to survive, just as breathing is necessary for life.  But we don’t live to breathe, and neither should we be in business just so we can make a profit.
Therefore, produce a product you believe in, that someone needs, and that leaves a positive impact on the world.  Do it in a way that is difficult to repeat on a massive scale if you can.  Then build relationships.  Don’t be a nameless, faceless farmer to the soccer mom in the supermarket.  If you can meet her at the farmer’s market or your farm store, get to know her and her family.  Genuinely care about their well-being.  Help them to become a part of your operation.  Wendell Berry said, “Eating is an agricultural experience.”  Carlo Petrini says “We are all co-producers.”  A relationship between farmer and consumer brings home the reality of these statements to both the one who milks the cow and the one who drinks the milk.
I realize everyone is not a “people person.”  Maybe direct marketing is out of the question for you.  I read about the group of organic dairy farmers in Maine who formed their own cooperative this year under the name MooMilk after their contracts were not renewed by their distributor.  I think one of the most brilliant parts of this endeavor is the plan to feature a farmer and farm through a description on each milk carton.  The consumer will now have an actual connection to their food source.  For some, a picture and paragraph may be enough.  For others, it may inspire them to visit the farm.
In this respect, it’s also good to remember that the ruthless nature of competition and lack of consideration for other producers within the industry contribute to the problems at hand.  When we as producers view our role from the perspective of one who serves, we are less likely to see another farmer as competition and more as colaborer.
Relationship confers a certain degree of loyalty.  When your business gets personal, you and your customers can literally take care of each other.  Be generous.  “Give and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, they will pour into your lap.  For by your standard of measure it will be measured to you in return” (Luke 6:38).  
In that movie, the demise of the little bookstore devastated Meg Ryan’s character in the beginning.  Yet she eventually came to terms with the fact that though Fox Books wasn’t as charming or personal as The Shop Around the Corner had been, they were still successful at meeting peoples’ needs.  She even found new purpose herself, found her identity apart from her store.  And in typical chick flick fashion she and Joe Fox eventually fell in love.  But that was only possible after they were able to become friends, which was because they had each chosen to see the human being behind the business.  I think there is an important lesson in that.
How long will it take us to realize that expecting the government to take care of us or bail us out of our troubles is a dead end street?  Relying on anything humanly constructed will only provide fleeting security.  Now, maybe more than ever before, is a time for wisdom.  Wisdom not as the world gives, but wisdom from above.  We need to take a look around us at what will last, and focus on those things.  Maybe it is time for business to get personal.

