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Succession Planning in Farm Equipment Dealerships: 
Transitioning to the Next Generation 

How youthful leaders at 8 succession-oriented  
dealers are working to make the business their own.

A Farm Equipment Staff Report

Like world peace, the subject of succession planning is one that generates lots of head-nodding and deep 
sighs. But doing “all the work to make it work,” can be as appealing as a root canal — particularly when 
dealers have machines to move and hours to bill. Yet, even with the best of intentions and commitments, it’s 
a process fraught with obstacles.

The transition of a farm equipment business presents several challenges. It’s a business where the owner 
often IS the business, and for many, the payoff comes at the execution of the buy-sell agreement. Many of 
the younger generation grew up in a different world than their boot-strapping parents. And unlike many 
businesses, appointing an heir isn’t assured, not with OEMs controlling the mainline contract. 

Plus, OEMs remain concerned that the recent wealth created by 60-something dealer-principals will impact 
their motivation to still “get after it” and steal those additional market share points they demand. So, in some 
cases, the OEMs want succession now — and don’t intend to waste that urgency. And all the while, many 
dealers are looking at transition to their family’s third-generation, where statistics show a falloff often occurs.

As the size of the farm equipment business has grown, new challenges come, and succession is one of them. 
One gray-haired dealer told us that the stakes of decisions are even greater than the 1980s. “Back then, we 
focused only on what we needed to survive,” he says. “Now every decision feels more critical because there’s 
so much more at stake — and more to lose.” 

With all these factors at play, Farm Equipment examined the subject from the rarely-covered vantage point 
of the successor generation. In the pages that follow, you’ll hear from 8 next-generation leaders (all under 
the age of 42) telling their own stories — and in their own words — of what’s happening at their place.

You’ll hear an array of stories: why the old guard had to leave the building, the challenges of getting co-
workers to forget one’s “wilder” years, what outsiders face when “marrying in” to a business, how corporate-
level management may need to be un-learned, and what’s involved in caretaking a growing enterprise until 
the owners’ children are ready. 

One theme is evident: no foolproof formula exists for a personality-driven process like this. As one said, you 
don’t know what you’ve done wrong until after you’ve gone through it. But it’s never too early to consider 
what’s ahead, and the incoming generation’s voice needs to be heard — their climb is steep.

We hope you enjoy this special report as much as we did in preparing it. And one piece of advice to fellow 
successors, gleaned from 30-year-old Brant Bingham (in his “first 100 days of office” after returning to the 
dealership). “We’ve got to stand up now for what we believe in because decisions made today are the ones 
that our generation must live with.” 
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‘Dad Had to Leave the Building’
As told to Mike Lessiter, Editor/Publisher

Jennifer M. Carroll 
CEO, Arnett New Holland Inc.  |  Arnett and Enid, Oklahoma

Years with Company: 11
Age: 39, divorced mother of two girls, 14 and 9
Owners: Ted Miller (father), Terry Miller (mother) and Jennifer M. Carroll 
Major Lines: New Holland and Kubota
Shortlines: Great Plains, Land Pride, Rhino, Kuhn Krause, Sunflower and Kawasaki
Locations: 2 (Arnett and Enid, Okla.) A third location, Kiowa, Kan., was closed in 2010
Employees: 30
2013 Revenues: $30 million
Founded: 1975. (Ted Miller purchased Arnett Ford Tractor dealership at age 22) The Enid, Okla. location 
added in 2000
Background: Graduated from Oklahoma State Univ. in 1997 with business degree; started as management 
trainee for Target Corp., worked for John Deere dealership in Stillwater, Okla. for 2.5 years as office 
manager and later as controller for a church in East Texas. Returned to Arnett in 2003 and joined parents’ 
family business full-time in 2003.

“I grew up here in Arnett. When I graduated high school and left for college, I never planned to come back. 
So no, there wasn’t any master plan for me to take over the dealership; I wasn’t sure where my career would 
take me. The year we were married, my ex-husband started his veterinarian degree at Oklahoma State and I 
started my career in Target’s management program.

I wasn’t excited about coming back to Arnett until I got older and we wanted to raise our girls around family 
and get the lifestyle we wanted — some land, cattle and farming. 

“I always loved the business and after being gone for 6 years after school, I saw the opportunity to be 
involved with the dealership. But it was not a case of ‘that’s what I want to do with my life.’ 

“Dad was concerned about the transition, but we thought we could manage it, and said, ‘Let’s just try it and 
see where it goes.’ Of course, he’d heard some horror stories about family members in the business. We both 
understood that as a family member, I would have to work harder to prove myself.  In hindsight, we were 
too concerned about that because the pressures made it harder than it had to be.”

Time for Change
“Initially, my role was more of support than authority (see “First Task: Business System” at www.farm-
equipment.com). Dad had already decided he was going to change the business. He had just joined a 20 
Group and concluded that we weren’t being efficient and we needed to follow best business practices. In 
other words, he was driving for a new level of professionalism. 

“I was the tool that was going to make that happen. So he’s the guy in the corner that everybody loves 
and I’m the one no one wants to see coming because I was bringing the hammer. In those first few years, 
not only did we have people confused about who’s in charge but they saw me as the one that came in and 
changed everything. 
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“I had to work my way back out of that; I had to harden myself to be able to do that job because it wasn’t 
easy. And then, as I transitioned into an authority role, I had to come back and gain everybody’s trust and 
favor. In a small dealership of 13 people, if they don’t like and trust the boss, you can’t run a good business.” 

Confusion = Turnover 
“After 3 years, in 2004, I expressed an interest in buying a stake in the business. We were having 
conversations about me stepping up into more of a management role. But we didn’t come out and actually 
share it with the employees.

“So we’re both in the building and even though Dad was doing everything to make sure employees 
understood I was in charge, it was still confusing. If you know my dad, he is laid back, yet commands 
attention. Even today, if we’re both in the room, it’s still a challenge.

“When you’re the son or daughter of the boss and you come back, you need to do it better than everybody 
else. So I’m trying to run and manage things, but every time someone wants something they’re in his office. 
That’s what they’d been used to doing. It was difficult.

“In hindsight, I was overcompensating to get what I wanted done, and it wasn’t a positive thing. I was kind 
of fighting a battle against him, even though he wasn’t trying to fight me. It’s hard to express that — he was 
really trying to help me, but it was hard with the employees.

“We lost of a lot of employees — over time, about 90% of those positions turned. Things were 
uncomfortable for them with the transition, plus the oil field business was booming and throwing big 
wages at everyone between the ages of 18 and 50. That turnover sets you back; the best performers in the 20 
Groups always have lots of long-time employees. The turnover made everything harder.”

Pressures Mount, Leaving the Building
“The problems we were having were more mine because of the pressures I was feeling. I was working hard 
to make sure I had everything where it needed to be and run the business while trying to satisfy him, the 
employees and the customers. It was becoming too much and I couldn’t enjoy it anymore. 

“Finally, I just had to open up about the fact that it was too hard. We both wanted the same things, but I let 
him know that if I couldn’t make that transition to do things my way, I’d need to do something else because 
I was unhappy. I had lost the fun in it because we had made it too hard. When he had to come to terms with 
that, everything started getting better. 

“I needed to develop the team, get them to trust me, to buy what I was selling, if you will. It was a challenge 
because I was a different personality from the icon of the business and community. 

“When we lost the manager in Enid in 2010, I couldn’t pick up my two little kids and move 2 hours away to 
run the store. So he and Mom moved to Enid for 6 months and trained my brother-in-law Kasey Johnson 
to be general manager. Dad physically leaving the building solidified the change in everyone’s mind. Things 
changed for the better that day.

“Our 20 Group had been telling us forever that he needed to leave the building. We kept pushing back and 
told them ‘We can figure it out, we can manage it.’ Dad and I have a great relationship, but for some reason, 
it was just really hard.

“And then it got easier and I was enjoying the business again. Years ago, Dad and I agreed my personality 
fits better in the back office. While I have the ability to go out and be a salesperson, what I really like to do 
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is the number crunching. I’d been positioning myself to be more ‘back-office’ and find someone else to be 
that iconic-like personality out front. What’s interesting now is that people want me to be that person. They 
know me, and want to talk to me. Now I can just be myself. 

“He could move back in the building now and it wouldn’t matter now that we established things.”

Evolution Needed
“He’s very good about separating personal from business, but I think he eventually acknowledged there were 
emotions that came with turning over his 35-year-old business to me and that it was OK to have them. My 
perspective was that maybe he was fighting an internal battle that even he couldn’t articulate, but everything 
did get better at that point.

“We did eventually find a way to meet in the middle. It’s funny because he used to say, ‘This is just how 
I am,’ and that he should speak his mind. Meanwhile, he thought I was overanalyzing things. Eventually 
I think he figured out that even though we’re very alike, we’re also wired differently and that we had to 
meet somewhere in the middle — to maintain our relationship and also succeed in the business. That was 
probably the first thing that I noticed he was doing differently.

“The second thing was that he just quit helping me. And it was a good thing. Before when he would say 
‘Here’s what I see; here’s what I think,’ I was left feeling like he thinks I don’t know that already. 

“Now if I’m struggling with something, I’ll initiate that conversation and he gives me his feedback. 
Otherwise we just don’t talk about it outside our monthly meetings. We allow ourselves a personal 
relationship and no longer talk about work at the dinner table with the grandkids. 

“The finality of it for me is that I quit questioning myself. I’m going to make mistakes, but I’m going to work 
my way out of them just like he did back in his day. There’s no point in learning the hard way, so I will go 
and invite his input. I still want his vantage point — he’s been very successful and seen it all in 40 years. But 
it’s different for me now because I already know what needs to be done. I have a confidence now that has 
come from our new style of communication.”

20 Groups Key for Successor
“I wouldn’t have made it through any of this without Dad’s mentoring me and the support of the 20 Group. 
Those guys were hard on me — I wanted them to be because I wanted to get it right. That support and 
reinforcement that I was on the right path and doing the right things was invaluable.

“I learned a lot about the numbers and best practices, but the succession transition end was most valuable. 
They’ve been there and could share that ‘We had to have this conversation with our dad too; it’s not easy, 
but it needs to happen.’ They gave me confidence I could do it. When I’m back here in the store, nobody is 
as hard on me as I am. But then I’d go to the 20 Group meetings and they’d remind me of the things I was 
doing right. 

“And they were pushing me on the buy-sell agreement, and would hold me accountable to that question 
every meeting. It took a long time to get done, with lots of back and forth, but they kept on me to get it 
worked out and signed. We got it done in 2009, about 5 years after we started.”

Succession’s Never Done
“In 2010, we recruited my brother-in-law, Kasey, to manage the store in Enid. We knew we wanted him to 
be general manager, so there was no confusion this time around. He’s got last say in the store and everyone 
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knows it. We didn’t need to make it harder than it had to be.

“And it’s going very well. My sister, Julia, and Kasey have moved there and become the icons in that store 
and community. And we’re discussing the next evolution of succession — bringing them into an ownership 
position.

“I have a really solid group of managers here. But so far I don’t have anyone beating down the door for my 
job as general manager so I can work the numbers. We need the right person, and it’s better to do it myself 
in the meantime. But I’m looking for the answer.”

Ted’s Sacrifice for Greater Good
Jennifer Carroll, CEO, credits her dad, Ted, for removing himself from operations so the transition 
could develop. “He’d still be here in daily operations if we hadn’t concluded that he needed to be off-
site,” she says, adding that he could return tomorrow because her authority has been established.

Noting that Ted is not the type who can sit idle, he soon purchased an additional farm and is very active 
and fulfilled in the community, with his family and in his oil-field business interests.

“Like most transitions, it was difficult at times,” she says. “But he was always very supportive of me 
throughout the process. In the end, it’s worked positively for both of us. After all, without struggles, we 
don’t grow as people.”
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Learning by Making Mistakes
As told to Dave Kanicki, Executive Editor

Jason Huber  
General Manager, Central Equipment Co.  |  Lexington, Ky.

Age: 36
Years with Company/Industry: 14 with dealership, 4 with Pace Distributing
Founded: 1972 by Harold Huber
Owners: Paul & Joe Huber
Major Lines: John Deere, Kubota
Shortlines: Exmark, Stihl, Cub Cadet, Woods, Land Pride, Rhino, Ferris, Great Plains, Honda
Locations: 1
Employees: 48
2013 revenues: $21 million

“I came back to the dealership a little over 2 years ago after working for Pace Distributing for 4 years. 
Working there was the best thing I could have done for myself. It was good to get away from the dealership 
for a while and, not only work for somebody else, but to learn from somebody else. 

“The owner of Pace, Chris Saxton, is a former Navy Seal who has an incredible business mind. He’s grown 
his business from being a small outdoor power equipment distributor to one of the largest in the country 
that’s doing nearly $150 million in annual sales. He’s really an amazing guy and, besides my dad and Uncle 
Joe, has been one of my biggest influences. Even though I’m not working for him anymore, when I’ve had 
major business questions, I’ve been able to call him and get his thoughts on things.

“I started working at Central Equipment, which is owned by my dad and uncle, in 1996. I was also studying 
business at the Univ. of Kentucky at the same time. I’m 36 years old now and quite frankly I’m still about a 
semester away from getting my degree.

“During those years, I was doing mostly lawn and garden sales and a little bit of agriculture. Of course, as 
a single location dealership like ours, just about everyone has multiple jobs. I would be a salesman one day, 
setting up equipment the next day, and working out in the field trying to fix something the next. But most of 
my time was spent selling lawn and garden equipment and acting very much a like a son of the boss. I was 
having a really good time while I was there, and school was not my main focus.

“There came a point when I was not a fulltime student, but I was working at the dealership and I was 
making more money than a lot of my friends who had their degrees. I finally just threw my hands up and 
said I’m just going to re-evaluate life and put my full focus into the dealership.”

Change of Scenery
“By the time I was nearing near 30, I wasn’t happy with where I was as far as my growth here. I’d been 
offered positions with some of the shortline distributors we were doing business with and took a position 
with Pace and became the Ferris representative for Kentucky, southern Illinois and southern Indiana.

“It was a great experience because I was visiting 50-60 dealerships regularly and got to see a lot of really 
good and some bad things at those dealerships. I saw things I never would have thought of had I stayed here 
in our little area at this one store. I saw different management styles, different brands of equipment, and 



www.farm-equipment.com  Succession Planning in Farm Equipment Dealerships  Page 8

different ways of doing business. It was a really good 4-year training program out in the real world.

“I brought a lot of the lessons I learned back to the dealership. For example, one of my dealers was 
negotiating with manufacturers for truckloads of equipment and getting an incredible price. Back then, that 
was something even Central Equipment wasn’t doing, despite being a much bigger dealership. With these 
truckload prices he was able to blow away the competition and still have a great profit margin. This was 
something I had never thought of. But it wasn’t only how he was negotiating, but also how he advertised the 
equipment. He was killing it with his truckload deals. That’s something I’ve taken from him and included in 
what we’re doing now and it’s been hugely successful for us.

“I saw dealer-principals say and do things that made me cringe. They talked to their employees like dogs. I 
said, ‘I’m never going to do that if I’m ever in the position of running a dealership.’ I never want to make my 
employees feel like they’re not appreciated.”

Back to the Dealership
“The dealership had grown to the point where it needed somebody to head up sales. So I came back to 
Central Equipment as sales manager a little over 2 years ago. We had a general manager working here who 
was a retired Navy officer. The plan was for me to be the sales manager and train under him for a few years 
until he retired. But he decided he was ready to retire after I was back for about 2 months. 

“The first year I was thrown into the fire. It was very stressful because I really didn’t know what I was doing. 
My dad and uncle ran this place for 42 years and firmly believed that the only way you learn is by making 
mistakes. When you look at these mega-dealers in the industry, you see they have a lot of training. With our 
one-store dealership it was more like, ‘Here’s your job. Good luck.’ Training is definitely something we’ve 
started to incorporate here, but we didn’t really have any programs in place when I took over.

“The second year I felt a little more successful, and that was actually a huge turnaround year for me. Going 
into year 3, I’m feeling a lot more confident and comfortable.

“There was another big hurdle I had to get over when I first came back. We have very little turnover here 
and a lot of our people have been working at the dealership for 20 or 30 years. 

“I know a lot of them really care about me because we’re very much a family business, but they also remembered 
me from my ‘fun college days.’ It was hard for them to take me seriously as a manager when I came back. 

“It took some time for them to realize I was not the same person I’d been a few years earlier. I had to show 
them, not only by respecting them, but also by proving to them, that I was putting the company’s best 
interests first. Since they’ve seen and accepted that, everything has been really great.”

Focus on Training
“In terms of formal training, I’m part of the Jerkins’ Dealer Candidate program and actually took my last class this 
past May. Having only been around sales for most of my career, it forced me to learn about other aspects of the 
business like parts and service. I’ve already used a lot of what I learned and have put it to work in the business. 

“Another program that has really helped me was through the Society for Human Resource Management. 
They have local chapters pretty much all around the U.S. It’s been good for me to learn all the intricacies of 
hiring and firing and the correct process for interviewing employees. In this day and age, if you do anything 
incorrectly, there’s a good chance litigation could follow. Programs like this have helped us to be more 
professional in how we do things. I’m surprised more dealerships aren’t involved with this group.
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“Our insurance company, Federated Insurance, also offered a class that was worth its weight in gold to me. 
Much of it involved human resources but also covered safety and other areas of operations. It really opened 
my eyes as far as how much risk dealerships have and how little they address it. When I came back, we 
immediately went to work putting together an employee handbook and other processes.

“We did this for several reasons. No one was being held accountable for even little things like coming to 
work on time. We could see that these types of things impacted how customers viewed us, but they also 
affected the morale of others who showed up on time and did the right things. Now, everyone is working 
from the same set of standards.

“These types of programs resulted in hiring an HR director. We have nearly 50 employees and I felt it was 
time we had somebody to help out in all aspects of the business including safety training, fire prevention, 
avoiding sexual harassment issues and other areas that could cause problems if they weren’t addressed.

“Of course, I’ve taken advantage of online training offered by Deere and Kubota that goes way beyond 
product information. And every year, our Stihl distributor comes in with a speaker and some really good 
hands-on training on everything from how we present ourselves as a business and how our personnel look 
to keeping the bathrooms clean and how they speak to people. I follow up that training by reminding our 
people they’re not ‘just answering the phone’ or they’re not ‘just a parts person.’ When someone sees them at 
Central Equipment, they are Central Equipment.”

Still Up in the Air
“As far as the future goes, my father and uncle have a buy/sell agreement between the two of them, but as far as a 
succession for myself and my cousin, that’s still in process. It’s not clear whether we’ll be a Deere dealer in the future 
because right now, with a single location, we don’t fit their model even though we have a great market share.

“I know a lot of dealerships either want to sell out or hang it up, but I see us having significant growth in this 
region. My goal is to have at least 2 more locations in the next 3 years. One of the big benefits of my travel 
when I was with Pace is I know where the empty areas are where a dealership could be successful. With 
consolidation, there are fewer and fewer companies that do what we do with commercial customers and 
outdoors equipment in this area. 

Good People Get Results
“Even with my short experience as general manager, if I was asked about the most important thing needed 
to succeed as an equipment dealer, it would be to surround yourself with the very best people you can. This 
has been my biggest push and we already see it producing results. 

“When I came back to the dealership, it was hard getting my dad and uncle to let me make changes in the 
company. We had some people that were probably carried for way too many years just because they were 
here. They weren’t doing us any good. 

“I was able to finally make some personnel changes and we’ve seen significant increases, especially in our 
service department. We have the best service department we’ve ever had and we’re seeing improvements in 
our efficiency and our billing that’s like night and day. 

“We’re also seeing the same thing in accounting where we’ve made major upgrades. We used to have a 
lot of open accounts that were well over 120 days old. Today, we have none that are over 60 days. Just by 
surrounding yourself with the best people, you’re going to get much better results.

“Where we go from here remains to be seen, but I plan to grow this business.”
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Re-Enlisting Now to Support the Pending Generational Turns
As told to Mike Lessiter, Editor/Publisher

Brant Bingham 
General Operations Assistant, Bingham Equipment Co.  |  Mesa, Ariz.

Years with Company: 5 years (4 in sales)
Age: 30, married to Allie
Owners: Majority owners are Blaine (president/CEO) and Barbara Bingham; minority interest are the 
Norm Bingham family
Major Lines: Bobcat, Case Construction, Kubota, New Holland and AGCO
Shortlines: BW, Land Pride, Supreme, Great Plains, Dave Koenig, Rhino, Darf, Gearmore, Alamo and Sthil
Stores: 10
Employees: 140
2013 Revenues: $55 million.
Founded: 1956 in Casa Grande, Ariz., as Norm Bingham Tractor & Equipment

“I’ve always wanted to be prepared enough to work for the company, but I wasn’t always sure if my interests 
would bring me here. I did know that if I decided to go to work here, it needed to the last career decision 
I made. People deserved that type of commitment. The rule is that, as family members, we don’t have the 
blessing to join the business until we’re ready and have the capacity to give 100%.

“After giving it a lot of thought, I jumped in after college in 2007 and got hooked after working in the new 
sales position created for me. I was 23, started to feel a lot of pride in the industry and company, and began 
to realize that I can be a part of this and I can work to improve it.”

Leaving ... to Come Back
“After almost 4 years in sales, I went on hiatus in 2011 to attend San Diego State full-time to get my MBA, 
with a plan to return as soon as I finished. My dad, Blaine, had planted the seed about how an MBA would 
give anyone a big leg-up in understanding today’s equipment business. My wife and I talked a lot and how 
we wanted our future to look, so if it was going to be helpful for what I wanted my role to someday be, I 
wanted to do it.

“It was good to get some distance from the dealerships during that time. If I had been too close or still 
involved in the business, I would have wound up not having enough time to do school because of the 
work or not having enough time to do the work because of the school. Stepping away, I could focus and be 
consistent with that full dedication.

“The timing of when to leave was based on looking at our workforce. We could see that 2014 was when a 
lot of the generational change would start happening. I wanted to be trained and ready to start removing 
the pressures before those people were ready to start retiring. That was my motivator to leave when I did 
— to get it done and be back to focus 100% on the business come 2014. I had also wanted to be established 
career-wise at age 30.

“The MBA instilled the scientific approach to the business. It really helped me to understand more 
intimately what the numbers mean to the business and not to just use numbers as a means to an end. But to 
also use them to creatively solve problems you might be up against.” 
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Experienced in Succession Planning
“My dad, who is 61, lived through succession planning himself, coming back from college in 1977 to 
help his dad, Norm, now 87, with the business. Dad started in sales, then as a store manager, and then as 
president/CEO, where he’s been since the 1980s.

“Succession planning is something that my dad has put a lot of thought into. He and the management team 
have always been aware that a business has a lifespan. They recognized that and are making decisions now 
that will allow it to prosper tomorrow. He didn’t know back then whether I’d be part of the plan, but we’re all 
fortunate in that he was thinking about it.

“What’s interesting is that my dad really stepped up when his father was president of the North American 
Equipment Dealers Assn. (NAEDA). My grandfather took 22 trips in 12 months for NAEDA and every time 
he came back home, little by little, my dad was doing more. My first week back at the dealership, my dad was 
elected chairman of NAEDA. So he’s continuing that and traveling a lot and it creates a void for me to fill.

“Now when it comes to the ‘how’ of the succession process, a lot of things have changed since he went 
through it, so I find myself wanting to take different approaches. Dad’s biggest advice is to always follow 
through on what you say. The general manager he followed way back when told him to find those who you 
can always count on to get things done. At the end of your career, he said, they’ll be the most important 
group you could ever surround yourself with.”

Current Role
“Our structure is flat; we wear a lot of different hats. My role as general operations assistant is across all 
departments, to pick up on important tasks and make sure that we’re successful at carrying them out. I’m a 
resource to help get the right things done. I can be there to assist, brainstorm and help follow through with 
objectives and deliverables.

“Beyond the operations side, I am getting involved in everything that management thinks can serve as a 
critical lesson to the overall business. My participation in those meetings varies, but I am being exposed to 
all aspects, whether it’s HR, legal, expansion opportunities, etc.”

The First 100 Days
“When I came back from getting my MBA last March, I had no operational duties, no emails I needed to 
send, and no tasks I needed to accomplish. It was fantastic. I traveled around to as many stores as I could 
and I continue to do that. I’m trying to get a good picture of how this is all working, and letting the people 
see how excited I am to be back and working with them. I’m keeping lots of notes on the big picture ideas I 
want to accomplish. 

“For the first 100 days, I’m trying hard not to get too wrapped up in the daily operations, but to observe a 
lot, have fun, spend time with people and get reacquainted with the business. As I get around, I realize that 
everyone is my superior in some way. You can learn something from anybody, but you must be willing to 
listen to them.

“Things are going well; it’s early on and still a low-pressure zone at this point. There are things Dad and I 
definitely don’t agree on. Because he’s been the owner of the company for so long his vantage point can be 
different from the rest of us, and he has the ability to get things done in timeframes that aren’t available to 
all of us. I’m working on getting him to listen to what I experience, because that’s ultimately what a lot of 
people experience at the dealership. 
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“The biggest challenge for me isn’t so much customers and employees; it’s communicating up to our C-level 
group that although my ideas may be different, many are still valid — even if it’s not the way that they 
would’ve done it. One of our vision statements is ‘Adopt a culture of innovation and change.’ Many of them 
have been in their positions for decades, and been very successful, so I want to share that innovation and 
change can come in many forms. We need to create an excitement of taking risks and trying new ideas.

“So long as you’re trying to learn and your intentions are coming from the right place, your opinions are valid.” 

Hopes for Ownership
“A lot of people view me as the heir apparent — I think in a positive way. It’s something that I take on 
humbly and recognize the fact that just because I’m here and just because it’s my last name does not mean 
I’m going to be the right person for the job.

“So in a positive way I appreciate being a symbol of longevity in the company; that I’ll be involved for the 
long run. And I hope that over time people will agree I’ll be a good leader.

“As far as what’s next, I think the best measure is whether I’ve earned an opportunity for ownership, and that 
will be performance over time and showing consistent dedication to the company. So I would hope that in 
2-3 years that I’ll have enough experience and success to have earned a right to participate as an owner on 
some level.

What could take me off the track? Giving the impression I know all the answers and don’t have anything left 
to learn would be anyone’s undoing. That, along would showing fickle dedication to the company, would 
draw serious doubt into whether I possessed the right makeup for the job.”
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Succession Without Ownership
As told to Kim Schmidt, Managing Editor

Eric Reuterskiold 
Operations Manager, Johnson Tractor  |  Janesville, Wis.

Years with the Company: 21
Age: 41
Owners: Leo and Eric Johnson
Major Line: Case IH
Shortlines: Kinze, Kubota, Stihl, Woods, Krause, Geringhoff, Exmark, Grasshopper, Great Plains, Simplicity
Locations: 3
Employees: 70
2013 Revenues: $111 Million

“I grew up working on a farm and decided I wanted to do something in that field. I went to Blackhawk 
Technical College, a local college that had an agribusiness program, but I still didn’t really know what I wanted 
to do after graduation. While I was going to school I worked at a fertilizer supply place selling parts. I liked the 
job, especially interacting with people, and that was just a part-time gig. Once I graduated, I got a job at the 
John Deere dealer in town working in the parts department and really enjoyed it. However, all of my friends 
worked at Johnson Tractor. When they had an opening 8 months later, they recruited me and I was hired. That 
was in 1993. It wasn’t that I didn’t like my old job, but when I was 22 it was all about where my friends were. 

“I started off behind the parts counter for my first 7 years at Johnson Tractor. When the parts manager made 
the move to sales, I became the parts manager and still hold that position today in addition to being the 
operations manager. My position as operations manager evolved over time. I just started taking on more. I 
would look at the service department and say to the owner, Leo Johnson, ‘Why isn’t this being done?’ or ‘We 
can do this better.’ For example, I mentioned that our service manager spends a lot of his time talking on the 
phone and I thought he might make a better salesperson. Two weeks later, he was working in sales. Eventually 
in 2004, he told me I should start overseeing the service department as well. There was a service manager in 
place, but I did the department’s budget every year and oversaw things from the 30,000-foot level. I can read 
people pretty well, and Leo sees that in me too so he trusts what I say about personnel decisions. 

“In 2006, when we bought the store in Rochelle, Ill., it was a big step and we basically doubled in size. At 
that point, I started overseeing the Rochelle location’s parts and service managers and departments. Initially, 
I was spending about half my time down there and today I still make the 60-mile trip once a week. During 
that same time I also took on overseeing our precision farming department.” 

Talks of Succession
“Around 2002, after I had been the parts manager for a while, Leo and I started having casual talks about the 
possibility of me taking on some ownership. While it was talked about, we never actually pursued it because 
we didn’t have to. He had a partner in his brother Eric, and I didn’t have a bunch of money to spend buying 
part of the dealership.

“Then things exploded. The economy took off, we started getting much larger here, increasing employees 
and real estate and then we took on another dealership in 2011. Pretty soon the thing got so big that there 
was no way I could go to the bank and say, ‘I think I’m going to buy into this thing.’ I didn’t want to only be 
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a minority shareholder, and Leo and Eric didn’t think it was fair for me to be a minority shareholder either. 
One day Leo came to me and said, ‘I know we talked about some kind of ownership, but do you think you 
need it? What if we just pay you well enough that you feel secure and you’re comfortable?’ I told him I’m 
fine with that. 

“The current plan is still for me to stay in a non-ownership role, and I’m fine with that. If I went to Leo and 
said, ‘I’m going to leave tomorrow because I don’t have any ownership,’ I’m sure he would find a way to give 
me some shares so I didn’t leave, but it’s not worth it. There’s too much risk for me and it’s too expensive.

“Leo and Eric plan to continue in the business for another 5-7 years, give or take 3. They both have kids 
that have shown some interest in the business but neither would be ready for a leadership role for another 
10 years if they decide to pursue a career here. The current plan is for me to take over more of Leo’s daily 
tasks as CEO and help move the business to the next generation. The unknown is if their kids will pursue 
dealership careers or if they will make a life outside of the dealership. If they don’t, it will be my job to 
continue to keep Johnson Tractor a high-value, successful business that continues on.

“My position as operations manager was created and evolved as we grew as a company. I’m still the parts 
manager in Janesville, so the next step is to find a parts manager so I don’t have to do the day-to-day tasks 
for this store and can concentrate on the big picture.” 

Learning Along the Way
“Leo’s a great teacher. He’ll sit me down and we’ll talk about different things. I obviously had some college 
courses, but the hands-on financial training, learning about a balance sheet and those kinds of things, he’s 
taught me all of that stuff. Leo has said, ‘You make decisions and you live with them whether they’re right or 
wrong.’ If I make a mistake, they’ll tell me, but I’m not going to get fired over it or anything like that. To have 
responsibility, you have to take chances, and they’re not afraid to let people take chances and make mistakes.

“He’s good about grabbing me and saying, ‘This is something you should know,’ and then going through 
it with me. He’ll also hand off projects that normally he would oversee, like remodeling our Janesville 
building. He normally would be very hands-on, ‘This is the way I want it, this is the color I want, and this is 
where I want it.’ Now, it’s just ‘This needs to be done, go do it.’ 

“Leo’s wife, Sue, who is our treasurer and HR director, is a really good teacher too. She’s super smart, 
so between the two of them they’ve taught me most of the day-to-day tasks and paperwork side of the 
business. Working closely with Sue, I have taken on some HR responsibilities. She still does 90% of the 
work, but I back her up. 

“I work with her on health and property insurance and I also handle all the staff reviews for the parts, 
service and precision departments. I also have taken on all the safety requirements for the dealership. I 
handle safety training for the employees, OSHA and DOT requirements. While I haven’t gone though 
any formal training to handle these responsibilities, I am constantly going to all sorts of seminars and 
workshops that are put on by either our insurance company or the DOT. With all the healthcare changes 
lately, I’ve been going to some kind of meeting or seminar once a month. 

“I’m also just finishing up the Jerkins Dealer Candidate course. The personnel side of my job probably has been 
the hardest part to learn and probably the most I gained from that program. I can decipher stuff on paper and 
get a process figured out, but when one of the ladies comes crying in my office, I just lock and cringe. Before, I 
would have completely ignored any personnel issue until it came to a head that it had to be dealt with. Now, I 
can usually see it coming and I try to nip it in the bud and take care of it. That’s probably the biggest thing that 
training and experience has helped with — cutting things off before they get out of control.”
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Communicating the Plan
“You can’t just assume there’s a plan in place or that your boss or owner is thinking about it. You have to go 
ask. The OEMs require that there’s a succession plan, but did somebody just write on a piece of paper to fill 
that check box or is there a plan and are you a part of it? If you’re curious, you should ask them and find out.

“At the same time, owners shouldn’t just assume their employees are going to stick around. Don’t assume 
that they think they’re part of your succession plan. They may not know that they’re a part of it. If you want 
them around, you should communicate that to them. Find out if they need ownership to stay or if they are 
happy not being an owner. Either way, tell them your plan. All people want to know what their future holds 
and from the top down it should flow, too, so that everybody knows what’s going on, what their plans are.”

Looking Ahead
“I’d like to make the stores more cohesive. I want to get everybody focused on customer service. People 
buy from us for our reputation now, but I want it to be over-the-top customer service that they look to. I 
want our customers to compare all of their purchasing experiences to dealing with us. There’s been plenty 
of books written about that kind of thing, but I believe that we’re judged on customer service compared to 
your phone company to buying a washer and dryer to buying a car. We’re all compared to those experiences 
and I want to be the one everyone else is trying to be like.
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Starting from Scratch
As told to Dave Kanicki, Executive Editor

Christopher Miller  |  Equipment Operations Manager,  
Hendershot Equipment Co.  |  Stephenville, Texas

Age: 29
Years with Company/Industry: 2
Founded: 1990 by Ron Hendershot
Owner: Ron Hendershot
Major Lines: Case IH, Vermeer, Polaris
Shortlines: Rhino, Hustler, Stihl, Gehl, Diamond C, Construction Attachments, Aerway, Kuhn Krause, 
Haybuster, Parma Co.
Locations: 2
Employees: 28
2013 revenues: $16.3 million

“When Ron Hendershot asked me about coming to work for his dealership, truthfully I’m not really sure 
why I said yes to this new challenge. Before coming here 2 years ago, I had no ag background. My uncle 
farms cotton near Plainview, Texas, but other than that the only thing I knew about a tractor was it had a 
brake and a gas pedal. My only connection to ag was the fact that I was married to Ron’s daughter, Jessica.

“I have a Bachelor’s in Business Administration with emphasis in Healthcare Administration from 
Wayland Baptist Univ. For 6 years before I came here, I was the operations manager for a neurosurgery 
group and project manager for electronic medical records firms in Lubbock. I’ve worked in healthcare 
since I graduated high school when I worked it part-time until I started working with neurosurgeons and 
graduated and they put me on full time. 

“I married Jessica 4 years ago. She had worked at the dealership before we got married. After that she was 
producer and host of her own show, Ag Day Lubbock, on Fox 34. Ron preferred that his kids work in other 
jobs before coming to the dealership to make sure it’s something they really want to do. 

“When Ron approached us in early 2012, Jessica took on the marketing and HR for the dealership. It was a natural 
transition for her, because she had done it before. But the thought of getting into agriculture never really crossed 
my mind. I felt like I had not done everything I could do in healthcare, but I did not like where that industry was 
heading. I felt like I should try something different, and that I could always fall back on what I’ve grown up doing. 
I’m sure my wife was shocked when I said yes. I just never want to regret not doing something. 

“Initially, my role was not really well defined because we didn’t know how my skillset would fit in. I came 
straight into the role I have now. My official title is equipment operations manager. When I first got here, I 
did pretty much everything to do with orders. All the sales came through me. I was the middleman between 
the accounting department and sales; making sure all the paperwork was done correctly, executing the 
contracts, getting everything ready for settlement. I also handled all inventory control.”

Getting Started in Ag
“This first year was a matter of acclimating myself and trying to understand everything. When I was in 
healthcare, I knew everything about my job from A to Z. If something went wrong, I knew what happened 
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and how to fix it. It frustrates me not knowing everything about what I’m doing. I like to know everything. 
I’m one of those people who knows random facts about everything. I want to be good at what I’m doing. I 
don’t play golf to come in second. I like to win at everything I do.

“Ron has been my main mentor, but I’ve gotten a lot of help from a lot of people here. They really embraced 
me and helped me put the pieces together. I think people understood what I could bring to the business, but 
they didn’t know how I was going to do it. I think some of them were thinking, ‘Here’s the son-in-law and he’s 
done nothing to earn this job.’ I know that respect isn’t given, it’s earned. But I don’t think it’s always earned by 
showing people what you can do, but by showing them what kind of value you can add to their job. 

“I wanted to get them to buy in to what I could bring to them and how I could help them succeed. At the 
end of the day, a dealership has to say either ‘We put money in the bank or we did not put money in the 
bank.’ And we also need to look out for the guys who sell for us. I want to make them money because if 
they’re making money, the dealership is making money.”

Learning by Doing
“During my first year, I didn’t get involved with any formal training. It was just a ‘feet to the fire’ type of deal. I’m 
currently enrolled in the Jerkins’ Dealer Candidate course. Right now I’m on the fourth of the six-part program. 

“It really has sped up my actual learning process about the deeper side of the business. The most benefit I’ve 
gotten out of it is talking to the other dealers and learning from the various consultants about how service 
affects sales, how sales affects service, how accounting affects parts. I’m really starting to understand how all 
of the pieces of the puzzle go together.

“Once I get through with this program, we’ll see where I’m at, then we’ll make the decision on what other 
formal training I need. I know I need to get more hands-on experience. I like to break stuff and then fix it. I 
think some of the best training is doing it yourself. It’s kind of like college to me where the biggest thing they 
teach you is how to go find the information. Once you find it that’s when your education and everything 
comes into play, which will tell you how to apply it.

“I am very aware that I’ve got a long way to go in learning this business. Thankfully, barring something 
catastrophic, Ron’s not quitting tomorrow. If something were to happen, I probably have enough business 
acumen to make it work. But to feel extremely confident about dealing with manufacturers or customers in 
general, I am nowhere close yet. That’s going to be an ever-evolving thing.”

Putting Experience to Work
“Most of my training here has come from working with Ron and the others. One thing Ron has done that 
really works for me is, while showing me how to do things, he has me actually do them. And he’s been very 
open to discussing things and showing me what I did wrong and what I did right. This has also helped him 
and others because, as I figure it out, I’ll build Excel spreadsheets and formulas, where others use calculators 
and pencils. 

“My biggest challenge here is explaining how I did it, how I got it right, and why it could make the processes 
more efficient if they did it the way I did it. Sometimes I’m just not a very good teacher and I’ve got to get 
better at this.

“I started out here working with inventory turns, and, like I said, I’m bringing more technology to the 
business. With my background in healthcare, where I did a lot of computer implementation, I’ve taken on a 
pretty big role in trying to bridge the gap and showing the people here who are not used to technology how 
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to use it and how it benefits everyone at the dealership.

“We already had a CRM system when I got here, but I’ve been able to take it to the next level to where our 
salespeople have remote access. Now they can see exactly what’s on the lot at both stores. They don’t have 
to go into our business system to search it out. I’ve tried to make it where they can pull up one sheet and 
it’s all there.

“So far my efforts have been aimed at wholegoods. I’m still learning about parts and service metrics and 
they’re on my agenda. I need to understand that area better. But our system for wholegoods is working 
really well.”

Managing People Issues
“In my previous work, I had to evaluate work performance, and one of the things I feel I’m very good at is 
reading people. I know how people can look really good in an interview, but there’s a difference in being a 
doer and someone who says they can do it.

“I mean a tractor’s a tractor, no matter its color. It’s the dealership behind it, the service, the people who are 
supporting it is what makes the difference. We need people who believe the equipment they’re selling is the 
best out there and sell and service it that way. 

“When I came here, I could see some people weren’t cutting it. We were having a good year based on 
numbers, but some personalities weren’t a good fit. I haven’t figured out how to measure dollars lost because 
of personality issues, but I could see it was happening. 

“We had multiple conversations about things like this. I know we make mistakes in hiring, but I think you 
need to recognize it and make the necessary changes quickly and not ‘baby’ the situation along. This was 
probably the biggest hurdle I’ve faced since coming to work here.”

Emphasizing Soft Skills
“We’ve talked about succession planning, but right now we’re still trying to figure if everything fits. The big 
deal right now is I’ve never done it. Is this something that 5 years down the road I’m still passionate about? I 
would be lying if I told you that being a dealer-principal wasn’t my ultimate goal. 

“I’ve grown to love this business. I absolutely love it. The one thing that I have really enjoyed that is different 
from what I was doing before is things here change every single day. There are so many factors that go into 
this business. 

“Now, if there’s too much rain, customers aren’t buying. If it’s too dry, they’re not buying. There’s always 
something affecting it. You never know what that common denominator is going to be. One year it’ll be the 
rain, the next year it’s corn prices, the next it could be milk prices. When our customers need it, they need it 
now. There’s always something changing. 

“I’ve only been around this business a short time, but I think I’m seeing some basic changes taking place. It 
seems everything used to be focused on the bottom line and mostly I still think it is, but I think we’re seeing 
more emphasis on the people side of the business, or the soft skills. Understanding people is becoming as 
important as technical skills in terms of your bottom line.

“Going forward it’s a matter of gaining people’s trust and this applies to customers and employees. If they 
don’t know that you’re there for them, then you really haven’t done a very good job. To make money, you 
need to help your customers make money. We’re becoming consultants as much as equipment dealers.”
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Groomed from an Early Age
As told to Kim Schmidt, Managing Editor

Sean Young 
Branch Manager, Young’s Equipment Inc.  |  Weyburn, Saskatchewan

Years with Company/Industry: 8 
Age: 27
Owners: Tim and Sean Young
Major Line: Case IH
Shortlines: Bourgault, MacDon, Equipment Technologies Apache, Kubota, Seed Hawk, Farm King, 
Convey-All, Vermeer, Land Pride and Highline
Locations: 9
Employees: 270
2013 Revenues: $246 Million

“My dad, Tim Young, started the company in 1988. I was about a year and a half old then, so basically I’ve 
been around the dealership my entire life. I started working there when I was 12 during the summers, 
sweeping floors and washing equipment, and since then, I’ve pretty much done everything in between. 

“Succession planning began in 1998 when I was 12 years old. My father, who is general manager and CEO, 
and I sat down and discussed a plan. At that point, I was too young to fully comprehend what we were 
talking about. I understood it on the surface, but I had only worked one summer of my life and enjoyed it. 
At 12, you have no concept that this is going to be for the rest of your life — this is what we were actually 
talking about. It’s something I wanted to do at the time, and that never changed. My father and I had regular 
conversations to make sure coming back to the dealership was still something I wanted. 

“The process in between has been great. I’ve never felt that because we had this conversation when I was 12 
years old that I absolutely had to come back to Young’s Equipment. I could always change my mind. That 
made it a lot easier; it was a very comfortable position to be in.”

Outside Experience
“In 2007, I went to work for Farm Credit Canada, an agricultural lender, as a summer intern to learn a 
different aspect of the agricultural industry. I started out working in the lending department, and then, after 
a year and a half, moved into process management and redesign, which involved finding efficiencies and 
creating polices and process documentation. This experience is becoming very applicable because we’re 
going through that process as a company right now — documenting more of our policies, making sure 
everything is written and clear and that we’re able to move forward with what we want to do. 

“We didn’t want to get stuck doing things the same way they had always been done, and that was a big part 
of why I spent time working away from the dealership. That allowed me to see how other people do things, 
make sure that we’re doing things as efficiently as we can. It also gave me the opportunity to make sure it 
really was something that I still wanted to do. 

“My time with Farm Credit Canada was a great learning experience and it reconfirmed for me that this was 
the industry I wanted to be involved in. This isn’t just a family business to me, this is the industry that I love 
and where I want to work for the rest of my life.” 
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Coming Home
“In 2010, I returned to Young’s Equipment, working closely with the corporate sales manager and inventory 
manager to learn the sales side of the business. Our inventory manager had been talking about retiring for 
the last several years, and that’s what gave me the opportunity to come back. My role was to make it possible 
for him to finally retire. That still hasn’t happened though. 

“In 2012, we needed someone to run the store in Weyburn, and I jumped at it. I saw it as a great opportunity 
and it has been a huge learning experience for me. As the branch manager, I’ve been able to see a lot of 
different sides of the business. Looking back now it just seems like a logical stepping stone and I was lucky 
to have the opportunity to make that move. 

“Before I started, we had a lot of discussions about how we would frame my move to Weyburn to the staff. 
One of my biggest concerns was I didn’t want people to think, ‘They’re just doing this because it’s Tim’s son 
and he needs somewhere to work.’ Through meetings and conversations with the staff, we tried to give them 
an idea of my background and why we were doing it. 

“When I made the move to Weyburn, I worked closely with the other managers to make sure I knew what 
I needed to do the job. A lot of people, like our corporate parts, service and sales managers, would come 
down and spend time with me and just go through different things, making sure I knew how they expected 
things to be done. 

“From there we decided it would be a good time for me to look into some more training. I enrolled in the 
Jerkins Dealer Candidate Course, which is designed to help train future owners or high-level managers. 
That was a good decision. I found a lot of value in the classes, though circumstances here in Weyburn have 
prevented me from finishing the program. 

Bumps Along the Way
“As this was my first management role, there was a big learning curve — especially dealing with people 
issues. This has been a big eyeopener for me. I also really needed to learn the service side of things. My only 
experience had been washing and helping mechanics and stuff as a kid, but I didn’t have a lot of product 
knowledge or understand how everything ran in the department. That was a steep learning curve as well. 

“There’s always a little bit of a feeling-out period, but there was never really any issues where I felt like the 
staff didn’t trust me or felt like I couldn’t help them with things. If there was ever any concern over my age, I 
never felt like it because the staff was good about working with me. Sometimes I’d get the feeling customers 
had a little bit of doubt, but for the most part they were supportive as well. I try to let my work speak for 
itself. Right from the start, I felt I had the support and the trust of our people and I worked hard to keep 
that. 

“If Tim and the other corporate managers had any problems with the transition, I wasn’t aware of them. I’m 
sure there are times where I might get annoying with all of my questions. To their credit, they’ve never made 
me feel that way and they’re always supportive and helpful.

“It would have been nice to have a little bit more management experience before moving down and 
managing the Weyburn store. But, it’s been a learning opportunity and I’ve grown with the location. I 
probably wouldn’t change a whole heck of a lot.

“Taking on the service manager’s duties, I definitely didn’t know what I was getting myself into. Even when 
we finally found a service manager, I still at that point didn’t really know. It’s only been in the past 6 months 
that we’ve started cleaning up some of the messes I left. The customers got served and we got the work done, 
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but there are things I could have done better that wouldn’t have left our new service manager as much work 
to clean up.

“I should have been more diligent about closing work orders and some of the necessary things that we had 
to do in terms of warranty work. My priority has always been to get the work done, make sure the customer 
is going and happy, and we’ll deal with the rest later. It caused some problems with getting paid on some of 
the warranty work and that kind of thing, but we were able to work through it.

“Early on in my time down here there would be days where I had to get paperwork done and I’d close my door 
for a couple hours. That gave the impression that I wasn’t available or open to talk. A lot of people will see your 
doors closed and won’t knock on it and issues can go unresolved. That’s one thing that I would change. 

“I’ve learned now that there’s plenty of time to do paperwork after hours and I’ve got no problem staying 
late. I feel I’ve developed better relationships with my staff and our customers since I’ve changed my 
approach that way. 

“You’re never going to get everything right, so having those relationships gets you that credibility and trust 
to work through the times when you do stumble.” 

Making the Process Work
“The biggest thing I’ve learned is to keep open communications. Having open conversations with Tim and 
some of the other managers made it a lot easier and more comfortable for me. Open dialog is a big thing. 

“Management needs to be sure they are building relationships with their staff. One of the wisest things our 
management did was talking with the store staff before I took over. They explained why and how they saw 
the process working and it gave them the opportunity to voice concerns to someone other than me. 

“Another thing would be the support the management team provided. Having the corporate sales manager 
down here, having the corporate service manager down here to take some of the load off when I was doing 
the service manager work, that help has been amazing. 

“I don’t think I would have been able to get through it or get to this point where we’re at now without that 
kind of support.” 

Down the Road
“In July 2013 I purchased 25% of the company from a silent partner in the business. Ultimately, the plan is 
for me to take over from Tim and to start assuming more corporate level management duties. The biggest 
challenge is going to be how I — and how we — make that transition. We must make sure it’s handled 
correctly and everyone buys in. 

“Part of getting there will be letting me handle some more of the corporate-level projects that I have been 
working on and continue to have conversations on a regular basis about where we’re at and where we want 
things to go.” 
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Jumping in with Both Feet
As told to Dave Kanicki, Executive Editor

Scott Eisenhauer 
General Manager, P&K Equipment  |  Enid, Okla.

Age: 37
Years with Company/Industry: 7.5 years with John Deere/8 years with P&K Equipment
Founded: 1985 as P&K Equipment
Current owners: Barry Pollard, Drew Combs, Scott Eisenhauer
Major equipment line(s): John Deere
Top shortlines: Landoll, Kuhn Krause, Tiger Mowers, Stihl, Honda
Number of stores: P&K Equipment – 10 stores in Oklahoma; P&K Midwest – 9 stores in Iowa
Number of employees: 520
2013 revenues: $450 million

“Barry Pollard — he’s the ‘P’ in P&K Equipment — probably took a big leap of faith when he hired me in 
2006 to oversee his 4 John Deere dealerships in Oklahoma. I was 29 years old at the time and he said he 
wanted to make his stores operate as one organization and to start growing the business. Each store had a 
manager and operated independently at that time.

“For the record Barry was the main investor in P&K Equipment and Wendell Kirtley, who was the ‘K,’ was 
the day-to-day manager. The partners founded the company in 1985.

“Barry is a neurosurgeon by profession, but his family has always farmed, and he’s still actively engaged in 
agriculture. Today, he farms 4,000-5,000 acres of land and has a registered Angus operation in Oklahoma. I 
promise you that his heart’s in agriculture and he loves the John Deere business as well.

“I grew up on a farm but I didn’t study agriculture at Oklahoma State, where I majored in business and 
graduated in 1999. I never had any intention of getting into the equipment business, but I interviewed with 
Deere and 2 weeks later I went to work for them. 

“After training with Deere in Oklahoma City for a few months, I spent about 2 years in Little Rock, Ark., 
calling on dealers in southeast Arkansas and down through the Delta region. I was a parts and service guy. 
At the time, they called us TAMs, or territory aftermarket managers. Then I moved to Tulsa as the territory 
manager for eastern Oklahoma. From there, I moved back to Oklahoma City as the territory manager 
for western Oklahoma and the Texas Panhandle. I was there for my last 4 years with the company before 
joining P&K. In total, I worked for Deere for 7.5 years.”

Taking the GM Job 
“Barry called me one day and said, ‘I’m ready to start growing again,’ and that he’d like to sit down and talk. 
By that time, I had gotten married and had a little one and we really wanted to stay in the Oklahoma City 
area. So his timing was really good for us.

“I’ve never really asked Barry why he contacted me. I had called on P&K a lot and I knew him and had a 
relationship with a lot of the folks who worked there. I think I had earned their trust. 

“I also think he liked the fact that I had experience working for Deere, understood how the company 
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worked and had a lot of close relationships within the company. He probably liked the fact that I had the 
business background, good people skills and I was used to speaking in public. He also liked that I have a 
rural background and I wanted to stay put. Besides knowing the people at his stores, I also knew a lot of the 
dealership’s customers. Both of us were also proud of being associated with Deere and working with them as 
a good partner. Working with John Deere is something that is very important to Barry. 

“When I took the job as general manager, P&K had 4 stores in Enid, Kingfisher, Norman and Purcell. This 
was just about the time that a great deal of Deere dealer consolidation began to occur. Almost immediately, 
we started acquiring other Deere dealers in the area.

“In fact, the owner of the Stillwater store called Barry and said, ‘I hear you hired Eisenhauer. I think it’s time 
for us to get together and start talking.’ Literally, we started buying the Stillwater store within a few days after 
I started the job. 

“This was a pivotal store and strategic acquisition for us because it made us contiguous to a lot of other 
stores and also gave us the turf and golf contract for Oklahoma and Arkansas, which is a pretty exclusive 
contract with Deere. 

“Today, I still oversee the 10 Oklahoma locations directly with help from some key people, and I have a 
general manager who oversees the 9 Iowa stores and reports to me.”

People & Personal Challenges
“When I took the general manager’s job, I was the ‘young guy.’ I was definitely younger than probably 
anybody I was managing. The biggest challenge was understanding how to build a rapport, trust and 
confidence in the people you’re working with in order to get the things done that need to be done. 

“Coming from the corporate side at Deere, I didn’t really manage very many people. I came from a culture 
where everybody you work with within John Deere had similar educational backgrounds, similar mentality 
and skillsets.

“When you come into a dealership, all that’s off the table. You deal with a lot of employees with varying skill 
levels, education and mentalities. Understanding how to deal with the different personalities and what’s 
important to each of them is challenging. Just figuring out how to manage and prioritize all that and not 
getting bogged down in the personalities and personality conflicts and the employee issues and keeping 
everybody going in the same direction are the most difficult challenges.

“As I’ve grown and the company has grown, figuring out what I still need to be doing, what I need to let go 
of and delegate and who do I delegate it to has also been challenging for me. As I look back now, I probably 
didn’t fully realize what I was getting myself into here. But it’s all been good.

“I guess some people might say, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah’ when it comes to the people part of it, but that’s important 
to us. Barry and I share many of the same values and attitudes. We’re both aggressive individuals when it 
comes to getting things done and how we want to get them done. At the same time, he says, ‘We want to 
take care of our people.’ He and I share this view.

“We want our employees to be empowered to make decisions. We expect our employees to work hard, and 
a lot of employees put in a lot of hours. We all know how this industry is. But we also want our employees 
to feel they can take time to go to their child’s t-ball game at 4 o’clock in the afternoon and take care of their 
families. We try to get everybody together for big Christmas parties and things like that. We do these types 
of things to make it feel like we’re all on this big team together, as a big family.”
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How P&K Equipment Expanded
When P&K hired Scott Eisenhauer as its general manager in 2006, the dealership operated 4 John 
Deere stores in Enid, Kingfisher, Norman and Purcell. Immediately following the hire, the company 
began expanding.
2006 — Acquired the Stillwater, Okla. dealership.
2007 — Acquired 2 turf stores in Edmond and Oklahoma City, and immediately closed the Oklahoma 

City location.
2008 — Acquired 3 stores in Tulsa, Pryor and Bartlesville.
2009 — Moved the Tulsa store to Owasso, Okla., a suburb of Tulsa.
2010 — Acquired the dealership in Blackwell, Okla. “With the purchase of this store, we wrapped up 

our large ag footprint in north central Oklahoma,” says Eisenhauer. 
2012 — Acquired 6 stores from Green Valley Ag and Turf in DeWitt, Hiawatha, Keystone, Lowden, 

Maquoketa and Mt. Vernon, Iowa, and established P&K Midwest.
2013 — Acquired 3 stores from Waterloo Implement in Waverly, Sumner and Waterloo, Iowa.

Continuous Learning
“I not sure if you would consider it ‘formal’ training for this job, but I participate in a lot of peer-to-peer 
groups. I believe you learn as much going to these different meetings and talking with people. I also 
participate in some dealer performance groups. These are like 20 Groups, but we’re not currently involved 
with a 20 Group. I’ve also been involved with a couple of Deere Dealer Performance Groups and I’m on the 
Deere Dealer Advisory Council.

“I’ve gone through the Oklahoma Ag Leadership program, where you spend 2 years attending seminars 
and other events. I’ve kept active on different boards of directors, including several Oklahoma State boards 
and industry type ag organizations here in the Oklahoma City area. I’m on the Southwestern Dealer Assn. 
board. To me, these types of activities help you grow and develop and learn from other people who are in 
the industry, and specifically in the equipment business.

“From a mentoring standpoint, I consider Barry as my mentor in this business. He’s a very sharp individual 
and we talk a lot, probably every 2 or 3 days, if not more often. Occasionally, he travels with me to visit the 
store because he wants to see everybody and have a presence.”

Confident, Not Arrogant
“If there was a defining moment in my career, it happened early on with Deere. I was actually in training 
with a gentleman who had been with Deere for 30-plus years and he was probably a little rough around the 
edges. I was fresh out of college and thought I was doing a pretty good job. During my first review he pretty 
much blasted me and told me that I needed to get more engaged and be more outgoing and take charge. 
It really set me back, but from that point on I understood that I needed to step up to the plate and take the 
reins. For lack of a better term, he was telling me not to wait for people to give me direction. 

“When I look back on that, it set the groundwork for what I needed to do to be successful in this business. I 
always thank him for that.

“If a younger person asked me for advice about taking on this type of responsibility, I would tell them to 
have confidence without being arrogant. You cannot be arrogant, period. You need to ‘walk the walk.’

“Don’t be afraid to do whatever needs to be done. Be the first one there in the morning and the last one to 
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leave at night. Show everyone you’re on the team and you will not ask them to do something that you’re not 
willing to do. 

“I believe this was the single biggest thing that allowed me to build rapport and trust with P&K employees. 
And I’ve continued to do this along the way. From a time perspective, I’m not doing a lot of the things that 
I did when I first started this job, but if I’m walking across the shop floor, I’m not too good to stop and pick 
up a piece of trash.

“I firmly believe if you’re not passionate about the equipment business, about agriculture, about taking care 
of customers, you’re not going to be very successful in our business.”
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Overcoming Skepticism
As told to Kim Schmidt, Managing Editor

Clint Schnoor 
President, Agri-Service LLC  |  Twin Falls, Idaho

Years with Company/Industry: 8 
Age: 36
Current Owners: The Terteling Co. 
Major Line: AGCO
Shortlines: Kubota, Manitou, Land Pride, Patz, Stinger, Nikkel Iron Works, LMC, Ezee-On, Brandt
Locations: 10
Employees: 200+
2013 Revenues: $120 million

“Prior to coming to Agri-Service, I worked in operations for a very large mortgage banking and real estate 
company for several years. The founder of Agri-Service, Cleve Buttars, is my father-in-law and we compared 
notes regularly as his company grew and the company I worked for also grew considerably. We always 
talked about the opportunity for me to come and work for him. In fact, he recruited me on several occasions 
and I told him no quite a few times because I was happy with what I was doing.

“Then, in late 2008, we got more serious about it. He was looking to bring somebody else in to assist in 
running what he had built into a very sizeable dealership at that point. I finally joined him in early 2009. 

“My background has always been operations and large company management. In my former job, I was 
responsible for 4 states and had about 400 employees who reported to me. 

“When I came to Agri-Service, I hadn’t been around this industry a whole lot. My dad worked for 
Northwest Farm Credit for a long time, so I had some insight into the ag industry and I grew up in an ag 
community, but had never been in the farm equipment business.

“I went through Spader Business Management’s Total Management course and some Jerkins aftermarket 
courses. They gave me a good perspective on the business and allowed me to network with other dealers out 
there and get to know people who are in similar roles as myself. 

“The biggest thing I walked away from the course with was industry benchmarks. That was probably the 
best exposure I got. 

“The course helped me understand the financial metrics of a typical equipment dealer and what’s being 
compared from dealer to dealer. That along with industry data from the Assn. of Equipment Manufacturers, 
Spader and Jerkins, has helped me compare our dealership with our peers and understand how well we do 
as an organization.”

Getting Acquainted 
“I started in the role of COO and really was able to work right along with the CEO during the first part of 
my career here. Some of the staff knew I was Cleve’s son-in-law, and that added to the skepticism of my 
employment with the dealership. I felt like I needed to earn the respect of the employees and the other 
managers and not just expect it. I went out of my way and made an honest effort to develop rapport with them.
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“I’ve always felt that when you come into a higher level position you need to prove yourself. In my opinion, 
you can come into it and be the know-it-all, or you can come in as somebody who wants to learn how the 
business runs. I’ve always found the latter to be the better option. 

“I really wanted to learn from everybody in the organization, regardless of their job title, about how Agri-
Service did business and how the ag equipment dealership functions. I found it incredibly important to 
really immerse myself in different roles. And that was my own choice. I wasn’t told to do that. 

“I had additional responsibilities, but wanted to be able to understand how our dealership ran from selling 
parts at the parts counter or receiving inventory all the way through the service department and then 
working with the sales team to sell a piece of equipment and even in the finance department figuring out 
how we finance and settle the sale. It helped me develop rapport with the staff, and I feel like there was a 
better acceptance level and a better understanding of what I was there to do.” 

New Leadership Brings Change in Approach
“It’s important to realize there are different ways to get to the same goal. You’ve got to be comfortable 
with that because it comes back to different leadership styles and how people accomplish things or 
process things,” says Clint Schnoor. “So when somebody was so used to one approach and then you 
change that approach for them, sometimes it’s difficult to deal with. If the result is exactly the same, it 
really doesn’t matter. 

“Everyone involved needs to understand that people can be very different. Cleve and I are different in 
personality, different in style, different in likes and dislikes, so if the employees are used to how Cleve 
reacts to a situation, they have to relearn how I’m going to react to something.

“For example, from the personnel management side of things, Cleve is a guns-a-blazing very direct 
person sometimes and he’s reactionary. And for me, that’s not me at all. I am very much more process-
oriented. I like to get the information, process it and then decide how I’m going to approach a situation 
instead of just immediately going ahead on with it. That’s very different between the two of us. 

“He’s also very charismatic; he’s going to celebrate the high or a win with a lot of fanfare and he’s going 
to treat the negative the same way. As for me, if we win I’m happy but I’m not going to go dance in the 
street. And if something goes wrong I’m not going to go yell at anybody either.”

Working Through the Process
“Probably the toughest thing for any owner or CEO in succession planning is deciding that you want to do it 
because it changes how it takes place. That’s got to be the first step. From there, succession planning should 
be a process. It’s not an event; if it’s an event it’s going to be detrimental. If it becomes a process, as it was for 
us, I think it works out very well. I don’t think you can successfully complete a succession plan unless it’s 
forced upon you in under 24 months to have it done really well. As for Cleve and I, we had the opportunity 
to work side-by-side for a long time and I had the opportunity to participate in whatever meetings he would 
allow me, and really that’s the key point of it. 

“If you’re wanting to train your replacement, which is what you’re doing in succession planning, you should 
be immersing them in everything that you do. Then that individual can understand why certain choices 
are made and learn your management style. Which, even to this day, Cleve and I are very different in our 
management style, but at least we have a common understanding of what we’re both trying to do.

“We hadn’t fully changed titles during that 24-month timeframe, but Cleve had pretty much exited the 
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normal day-to-day management of the business. From a structural standpoint, we went through two 
succession plans somewhat. We became an employee owned company at the beginning of 2010. From a 
financial standpoint, we did an exit financially for Cleve at that point. Then last October we went through 
the sale of the company, including buying out the employee stock ownership plan to the Terteling Co. 
At that point my role changed from COO, which meant I was pretty much handling all the day-to-day 
operations, to president of the company.” 

Lessons from the Boss
“One of the best things Cleve did for me was giving me the opportunity to build relationships with our 
suppliers and making sure I was introduced to and had the right contacts at our manufacturers. When there 
was a conversation happening with one of them, Cleve made sure I was involved. It was the same with our 
banking relationship. I was involved in all conversations with outside vendors, whether it was our banker or 
accounting firm. 

“He made sure I was working with the right people and then reinforcing to them what the plan was. He did 
a great job of that. I was always introduced as, ‘This is our COO, and he is my eventual replacement. This is 
who you’re going to be talking to in the future, so let’s forge those relationships.’ 

“From a day-to-day standpoint, he was very good about teaching me how he went through various 
processes. He’s an incredible salesman, so he taught me and mentored me in some of his techniques of how 
he sold and handled customer relations.

“Something I’ve learned from this experience is if you don’t know something, don’t be shy about asking or 
relying on the advice of other people in the organization. Take advantage of their talent and knowledge to 
learn what you need to know. Don’t just try and figure it out on your own. I think that is fairly good advice 
for anybody, but I know I found out the hard way. For some things I should have relied on some of the 
wonderful minds we have working for us and just asked for the information I needed.”

Defining Roles
“Clearly defining each person’s role is absolutely essential, and it’s something we didn’t do well. Sometimes 
we would think a role had been passed on and we would end up stepping on each other’s toes a little bit. 
Along those lines, it’s also important to fully commit to succession. I think this is the hardest decision any 
person makes in their professional life, when they want to retire and how they want to do it. Some people 
decide too late and some people decide too early and this can present problems either way. 

“If you are the person looking to retire, you need to move out of that role. I think it’s important that you 
really make the decision that you want to do it, otherwise you can run into problems down the road if you 
change your mind about retirement.” 

P.O Box 624 • Brookfield, Wisconsin • Phone: 262/782-4480 • Fax: 262/782-1252 • www.farm-equipment.com
Published and copyrighted 2015 by Lessiter Media,  

16655 W. Wisconsin Ave, Brookfield WI 53005.  
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, 

electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage or retrieval system, without 
written permission from the publisher.


