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Many hats

A big part of the job is managing a team of people, 
training folks, keeping people on task, and making sure 
systems are in place and everyone is set up for success. 
It’s a lot of hard physical work so if you don’t foster that 
team environment, it can crumble pretty quick. An 
important goal is creating an environment for the team 
where they feel like they are learning and thriving, not just 
doing manual labor. 



Context

• 35 acres, 25 acres in veg production annually
• CSA - 675 summer shares, 210 winter shares

o CSA model – high quality, no packaging, doesn't 
have to be perfectly clean, PYO for time-
consuming harvest

• Farm store sales
• Small wholesale - mostly pickup
• 95% of product leaves the farm through our 

barn 
• Lean business model impacts labor



Mechanization vs. hand 
labor
• Tillage, bed preparation, transplanting, cultivation 

all mechanized

• Harvest all done by hand - largest labor demand

• Hand weeding – mostly DS crops

• Production arenas - GH, HT, transplanting, 
equipment operation, wash station, CSA 
distribution

• Teamwork and efficiency



Labor Needs - seasonal
• Core crew (3-4)- these are skilled staff - 

work full season full-time (Mar-Dec); use 
equipment, manage production arenas, 
manage crew; often aspiring career 
farmers

• Summer crew (5-6)- usually 4-6 month 
positions, part-time; spend most/all time 
helping with harvest, hand-weeding, and 
transplanting; often college students or 
people in transition looking for outdoor 
summer job; most only work one season



Labor needs – year-round

• Manager – oversee veg operation
• Assistant manager - manages/oversees greenhouse production, 

wash/pack, wholesale, food safety, primary tillage, 
managing/leading crew in daily tasks

• CSA distribution manager - year-round position in combination 
with farm store hours



Staff planning

• Based on previous years
• Fluctuates as systems and efficiencies improve
• Staff retention plays role
• Keep records or take notes of times of overstaffing or labor 

bottlenecks and the type of tasks that aren’t getting done
• Equipment/infrastructure improvements changes how much and 

type of labor needed



Labor Budget



Hiring process

• Post jobs early in November/December
oEMASSCRAFT, goodfoodjobs, NOFA-MA, CISA, indeed.com, local 

schools/colleges, fliers, social media, walk-ins
• Applications with cover letters or short letter of interest
• Interviewing - (sometimes) start with a brief phone interview, then 

an in-person interview, and then calling references.
• Reference calls are just as important as the interview. Often a 

better gauge of character.
• Encourage applicants to interview us as much as we interview 

them to make sure it’s a good fit on both sides



What we look for in applicants

• Character traits more important in hiring than skillset
• Most interested in their ability to work on a team, be punctual, follow 

detailed directions, take feedback, work independently, and interest in 
doing quality work and being invested

• Use their body and work quickly
• Background and skills in farming is desirable but secondary – need to 

adapt to our systems
• Athletes, service industry, kitchens, landscapers all have done well
• Upfront to applicants about physical nature of the job, working in 

challenging weather, doing repetitive and monotonous tasks, 
feedback/accountability



Rehiring

• Incentivize people to stay multiple seasons
• Longer work season
• Paying overtime, health, retirement
• Hands-on training
• Opportunity to grow skillset, for example equipment training
• Housing
• Almost always rehire interested staff
• Generally had more success training and promoting than we have 

finding experienced farmers 



Onboarding 

• I9 form, driving and 
background checks

• HR trainings – general 
workplace culture

• Essential information for 
new hires email from 
manager

• First day: meet team, 
farm tour, safety, 
vehicles/equipment use, 
food safety, employee 
handbook



Training new employees
• Evolved from apprentice model

• Strive to give big picture while teaching systems and 
details

• Train core staff in most facets of production

• Equipment – operation and maintenance

• Planning documents and trainings

• Managers works directly with staff in field – show, work 
with, then feedback

• Team effort to train systems and quality standards

• Regular feedback



Communication

• Clear expectations - send staff handbook with policies and hold 
people accountable

• Daily team check-ins - discuss daily and weekly plan, who’s 
responsible for what arenas, look for staff input as to how 
progress in plan has been going and what changes need to be 
made, answer questions, give feedback

• Team building/social time – work breaks for birthdays and other 
special occasions, Friday hangouts, team lunch on holidays, etc

• Individual check-ins



Work culture

• Explain the big picture – give sense of purpose and have invested staff. Helps 
with ability to troubleshoot

• Rotate staff through production arenas and through less desirable jobs as 
much as possible 

• Manager must be organized with plan in place, set expectations of how the 
work will go and quality standards, giving feedback as needed

• Respect each other’s time - start and end promptly at scheduled times, 
including lunch. Do not work past end time

• Create positive work environment - show appreciation, give positive feedback 
more than constructive, meet people where they are at

• Connect and have fun with the team



Questions?

Feel free to contact me:
alawson@thetrustees.org
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