VorumE 11, Issuk 2 May 2026

Agriculture s Horti

ulture
LINIVERSITY
v \\ OMING

Ag
Legacy

Helping agriculture nurture its legacy. . .

When the Ag Le l;Jgau:y Feels
Like It Belongs to Everyone Else

ade climbed out of the truck at dusk and heard his dad through the open kitchen window. Earl was

on the phone with Wade's brother Brett, who /wed six hours away in the city. They were z‘a//émg about

whether to renew the hay lease next spring, 3

a decision Wade had been working on for weeks. Wade

had pulled the calves, supervised the haying crews, and

balanced the feed bills for the last 15 seasons. But Earl

had not asked him about the lease. Brett always got the
first call.

Inside, Earl hung up the phone and spotted the invoice
on the desk. Wade had ordered a sprayer upgrade last
week, §40,000, with no discussion about the financing
or timing. Earl rubbed his eyes. Forty years on this place,
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and nobody asked him anything.

In the city, Brett hung up and wondered, yet again,
when be had stopped being part of the family. The decisions always seemed like they were already made @/ the time
they called him.

Three people. One legacy. Each one feeling like it belonged to someone else.

Owned Is Not the Same as Belonging

Families pass down deeds, titles, and equipment lists. That is the easy part. The harder part is passing down the
sense that the place still belongs to each person who loves it. You can sign every paper at the lawyer’s office and
still leave the family feeling lost.

A recent Wall Street Journal article called
this the mattering span, the deep human need to
feel seen, useful, and depended on all the way
through life. When people on a farm or ranch
do not feel like they matter, they pull away. They
stop offering ideas. They stop showing up at the
kitchen table. Some leave the operation. Some
stay, but their heart is gone.

This newsletter is about what to do when
the Ag Legacy starts to feel like it belongs
| to everyone else but you, or like it no longer
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belongs to anyone at all.




Every Generation Can Feel Like It Does Not Matter
It is easy to think this problem might only affect the incoming generation, the son or daughter doing the hard
work and feeling like a hired hand. They feel it. But they are not the only ones.

Researchers say four things make a person feel like they matter:
e Seen: others notice them and treat them as important
» Appreciated: others value what they contribute
e Supported: others care about how they are doing
*  Needed: others depend on them
When even one of these slips, the feeling of belonging slips with it.

The incoming generation often feels left out of decisions, even after years of hard work. They are needed, but
not always seen or appreciated. Their frustration can look like anger or disrespect, but underneath it is a simple

question: Does my work build my future, or am I just keeping the past going?

The retiring generation feels it differently. They have been seen, appreciated, and depended on for decades.

Then one day the calls stop, the questions stop, and
the kids start ordering equipment without asking.
After 40 or 50 years, the farm is not just what they
do. Itis who they are. When they stop feeling needed,
they can feel invisible on their own ground.

Off-farm children can also feel cut off from the
family story. They understand that they are not the
ones doing daily chores. They may even agree that
the operating assets need to stay with the farm or
ranch. But they still want to know what is happening
before the planning is finished. They want questions
answered without being treated as outsiders. They
need to know that living somewhere else did not
erase their place in the family.

The in-laws can feel especially invisible. They
moved, made sacrifices, raised children in the
operation, handled the books, cooked meals, worked
cattle, covered town jobs, or quietly absorbed stress
from both sides of the family. Yet they may still feel
like guests on the place. When their work is invisible,
their sense of belonging can disappear.

There are no villains here. Just people who all
want the same thing: to know they matter to the
family and to the future.

Untangling Ownership,
Management, and Voice
Many family fights start because three different
things get mixed up: who owns the place, who runs
the place, and who gets a voice in what happens.
Omwnership is about the deed, the equipment titles,
and the bank accounts. Planning who gets what
when you are gone is called estate planning.
Management is about who makes the daily calls,

Do I Feel Like I Matter Here?

person may not use the word matter, but they often
know when it is missing. These questions can help a
family member name what is going on.

Seen

* Do people notice the work | do?

* Am lincluded in conversations that affect my life?
* Do others recognize the pressure | am carrying?

Appreciated

* Do people thank me or acknowledge my contribution?

* Is my role treated as valuable, even if it is different from
someone else’s?

* Do others understand what | have given up or taken on
for this family or the operation?

Supported

» Does anyone ask how | am doing, not just what | got
done?

« Can | admit stress, uncertainty, or grief without being
judged?

* Am | allowed to learn, make mistakes, and ask for help
without being humiliated?

Needed
* Do | have a clear role in the family, business, or legacy
conversation?

* Do others depend on me in ways they openly recognize?
* Do | know which decisions | make, advise on, or need to
be informed about?

A useful family conversation can begin with one question:
Which of these feels strongest right now, and which one
feels weakest?



when to sell calves, what to plant, when to fix the
fence. Handing this off is called succession planning.
The two are not the same. Estate planning moves the
assets. Management succession moves the leadership.

oice is about who gets heard. People can deserve
a voice even if they are not the owner or the manager.

Mixing these up causes real pain. A common mistake
is falling into the Equal versus Fair trap. Splitting

assets equally among all the kids sounds fair, but it
can sink the business if the on-farm child loses the
land or the herd.

Fair often means the on-farm heir receives the
operating assets to keep the business going, while off-
farm heirs receive other assets, life insurance, savings,
or a clearly explained alternative. Fair is more likely
to work when everyone is told the plan ahead of time
and no one is surprised.

A simple tool can help: the Role Map. For each
major area, such as: feed, equipment, finances,
marketing, breeding, family communication, and
transition planning, write down four things. Who
needs to be informed? Who advises? Who decides?
Who does the work? When this is on paper, the
guessing stops, and many arguments lose their fuel.

The Role Map also helps off-farm heirs and in-
laws. Brett may not decide whether to renew the hay lease, but he may need to be informed before a major land
decision is final. An in-law may not own the land, but if they keep the books, manage payroll, help raise the
next generation, or carry part of the family stress, they deserve a defined place in the communication system.

How to Build Felt Belonging
You cannot order people to feel like they belong. You must create the conditions that let belonging be felt and
grow into the future.

1. Give real decision rights early and on purpose.
The fastest cure for the hired-hand feeling is to hand over full control of one real piece of the operation. Not
advice. Not run it past me. Real control. It might be buying all the seed inputs for one season, managing the
yearling herd, or running the haying program from start to finish. The incoming person needs the chance to
make their own calls and to make safe mistakes.

Safe mistakes matter. Learning without humiliation is part of support. A mistake should become a management
lesson, not a family label that follows a person for the next 20 years. If the next generation is never allowed to
fail small, they may be forced to fail big later.

2. Set a real timeline.
Someday is not a plan. Pick years and write them down. By Year 3, the incoming generation runs the cow herd.
By Year 5, they sign the operating loan. By Year 7, they are the lead voice with the banker. When the timeline is
real, frustration eases on both sides. People stop waiting.

A timeline also supports the retiring generation. It gives them time to prepare emotionally, financially, and
personally. Stepping back from a farm or ranch is not just a business adjustment. It can feel like grief. Families



should make room for that grief instead of mocking
it, ignoring it, or treating it as stubbornness.

3. Honor the retiring generation with a real role.
This is where many families fail. After a lifetime of
being in charge, the founders need somewhere to go

that is not the couch. The March 2026 Ag Legacy
newsletter calls the final stage of transition Wise

Consultation. Under this approach, the founder
becomes a mentor, a sounding board, or a chairman
of the board. They are not making the daily calls, but
their experience still has a home.

The key is to keep the outgoing generation feeling
useful without keeping them in control. A retired
founder can review strategy, coach through a drought

decision, explain why a past breeding program worked,
or help prepare the next person for a lender meeting. That kind of role says: Your wisdom still matters, even as
authority changes hands.

4. Ask how people are doing.

Farm and ranch families often ask what got done before they ask how someone is holding up. That matters.
Stress builds during succession because business pressure, family expectations, money concerns, grief, identity,
and fairness all collide at the same time.

A simple monthly check-in can change the tone. Ask each person: What is going well? What is wearing on
you? Where do you need help? What do you wish the rest of us understood? These questions do not solve every
problem, but they tell people they are more than hired labor, more than a signature, and more than a future
inheritance issue.

5. Keep off-farm family in the loop.
A short monthly note, a yearly family gathering, and an open invitation to ask questions are small acts that keep
off-farm family from feeling written out. Off-farm heirs do not need to vote on every operating decision, but
they should not learn about major land, ownership, or transition decisions after the fact.

For someone like Brett, mattering may look like being told the plan before it is final, being invited to family
council meetings, hearing the reasoning behind fair versus equal decisions, and having his questions answered
respectfully. It may also mean recognizing contributions that are not physical labor: helping with aging parents,
hosting family gatherings, managing records, keeping family history, or offering professional skills while living
off the farm.

6. Give in-laws a named place.

In-laws often live with the consequences of farm
decisions without being treated as part of the
decision system. That is a recipe for resentment.
A daughter-in-law who keeps the books, a son-in-
law who works cattle on weekends, or a spouse who
carries the household during calving season is also
contributing to the legacy.

Families can support in-laws by inviting them to
family council meetings, clarifying what information
they should receive, recognizing their work out loud,
and making sure they are not used as messengers




between generations. They may not have the same
ownership rights as blood family members, but they
should not be treated as if they are invisible.

Tools for Honest Talk

The biggest enemy of belonging is silence. When
people stop talking, they fill the gaps with painful
stories that are usually wrong.

1. Use the right kind of meeting. Two meetings are better

than one.

e Family Business Meetings: for the people working
in the operation. Focus on numbers, decisions, and
tasks.

e Family Council Meetings: for the whole family,
including off-farm members and in-laws. Focus
on values, direction, communication, and keeping
everyone connected.

Set an agenda. Take notes. Keep it short. End with a
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date for the next one.

2. Find the Third Story. Every disagreement has three stories: your version, their version, and what really happened.
Stop trying to win and start trying to understand. Ask, What am I missing here?

3. Use I-statements. Try this pattern: When
. This keeps the focus on the problem instead of blaming the person.

_ happens, I feel , because . What I need is

4. Name stress before it becomes anger. Stress often comes out sideways. It can sound like criticism, silence, sarcasm,
or control. A family can lower the temperature by saying what is really happening: I am worried about money. 1
am afraid I will not have a place here. I am tired of being left out. I do not know who I am if I am not running
this place.

5. 8ay I am sorry. Practice forgiveness. Both are harder than they sound. Both are essential. A simple apology has
saved more family operations than any legal document.

6. Bring in someone from ontside. Extension educators, mediators, family-business advisors, and financial planners
are not a sign of failure. Bringing one in is the move smart families make before they get stuck.

What a Legacy Really Is
Your Ag Legacy is not the land. It is not the cattle, the equipment, or the LLC. Those are just the things being
handed down. The legacy is how people are treated while the handing down takes place.

If your family ends the transition with the deed in the right name but with broken relationships, the legacy
is broken too. If your family ends with strong relationships, even after hard conversations, the legacy is whole,
no matter who ends up with what.

Try one thing this week. Sit down with one family member and ask two honest questions: What would help
you feel like you matter to this place? What do you need to understand better? Then listen.

That is where every Ag Legacy starts to belong to everyone again.



Ag Legacy materials and online learning modules are developed to assist farm and ranch families in developing a complete legacy. For more on
upcoming modules, past newsletters, and information about Ag 1 egacy, see Agl egacy.org.

References

Carter, C. Does Sorry Have a Place in Your Ag Legacy? AG LEGACY Newsletter. 6:2. April 2021. https://aglegacy.org.

Carter, C. How Do You Select a Successor for Your Ag Legacy? AG LEGACY Newsletter. 8:4. December 2023. https://aglegacy.org.

Hewlett, J.P. Difficult Conversations: How Do We Discuss What Really Matters? AG LEGACY Newsletter. 3:3. October 2018. https://aglegacy.org.

Hewlett, J.P. Leadership in Your Ag Legacy. AG LEGACY Newsletter. 11:1. March 2026. https://aglegacy.org,

Hewlett, J.P., W. Taylor, R.L. Sharp, and J.E. Tranel. Management Succession Workbook. A workbook to describe plans for transitioning management of a rural
business to the next generation. Developed in conjunction with the online Management Succession — three course series. June 2015. https:/ /aglegacy.org >
materials.

Hewlett, J.P. More Than Dirt: Passing On the Ranch and the Relationships. AG LEGACY Newsletter. 10:2. April 2025. https://aglegacy.org.

Hewlett, J.P. and C. Carter. The Broken Gate: Finding Meaning in Your Ag Legacy. AG LEGACY Newsletter. 10:4. December 2025. https:/ /aglegacy.org.

Tucker, W., A. Roach, and M. Rahe. Five Phases of Management Transition During Family Farm Succession. University of Missouri Extension. Columbia, MO.
2022. https:/ /extension.missouri.edu/publications/g516.

Wallace, ].B. The Retirement Crisis No One Warns You About: Mattering, The Wall Street Journal. January 16, 2026. https://www.wsj.com.

L0D"0J0YHO0IS! |

. Click to follow us on:
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current posts at:
AgLegacy.org\news o @
nline modules, including recorded presentations covering how to
establish an AG LEGACY and other helpful information on manage-
ment succession plans are available at our website. For more on up-

coming modules, past newsletters, and for other information about Ag Legacy

see Aglegacy.org. Requests for additional information may be emailed to AGLEGACY.ORG

CREATING A LEGACY FOR AGRICULTURE AND ITS FUTURE

Information@AglLegacy.org.
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