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Abstract 
Raising livestock for food production is a unique cultural phenomenon. It has been well documented that 
showing livestock as part of 4-H contributes to practical skills, knowledge, and life skills. While it is 
common to view livestock production through skills-based or economic lenses, there are subtle nuances of 
the phenomenon, social, cultural, and emotional aspects that are harder to capture. The purpose of this 
study was to generate an interpretation of the meaning of livestock production for long-standing 4-H 
livestock project members, and to uncover how these project experiences manifest in other aspects of 
members' lives. This project answers the question, "What does it mean to be a livestock producer?" Based 
on the assumption that understanding is rooted in lived experience, we used a Hermeneutic approach to 
examine transcripts of in-depth audio recorded interviews with 4-H members who are high school juniors 
or seniors and have been enrolled in livestock projects throughout their entire 4-H careers. In an additional 
photo elicitation activity, we examined participants' reflections on livestock photographs from their 
childhood. We uncovered two overarching patterns, paradoxical in nature: a) Livestock Production as a 
Culture of Care and Connection; and b) Livestock Production as a Culture of Loss and Misunderstanding. 
Patterns illuminated in this research inform educational experiences surrounding youth livestock 
production. This study also adds to agriculture industry's understanding of how youth experience growing 
up in livestock production. Finally, this study provides insight into the importance of exploring the ways 
livestock producers engage with consumers about agriculture.  
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Introduction 
 

Little is known about what participating in youth livestock programming means to the young people 
who experience this phenomenon throughout their childhoods. Anecdotal stories from livestock producers 
— particularly adults — abound in agricultural magazines and on industry websites, but little rigorous and 
systematic research has been conducted.  

 
It is well documented that livestock projects positively contribute to youths’ practical skill 

development, agricultural/scientific knowledge, and life skill development (Boleman, Cummings & Briers, 
2005; Rusk et al., 2003; Sawer, 1987; Shih & Gamon, 1997; Smith et al., 2009; Ward, 1996).  There is a 
positive relationship between years of livestock project involvement and life skills development (Boleman 
et al., 2005), as well as leadership skill development (Walker et al., 2011). Responsibility, in particular, is 
an important life skill that livestock projects seem to hone (Ward, 1996). The life skill of responsibility is 
used by members not only to care for their livestock, but also to complete homework, be on time for jobs, 
and care for younger siblings (Rusk et al., 2003). Boleman and colleagues (2005) determined that livestock 
exhibitors perceive they accept responsibility and develop confidence and self-discipline through the 
influence of their projects. 4-H members use these livestock-related project skills to help develop life skills 
that are necessary to become a contributing adult in the community (Rusk et al., 2003). 

 
However, our understanding of socio-affective relationships between humans and livestock has 

been explored much less (Wilkie, 2006). Farmers often indicate that they could not remember ever having 
not worked with livestock (Hoffett, 2015). The way farmers relate to their livestock is rooted in tradition 
and connected to their rural lifestyle (Hoffet, 2015). Caring for animals and the land gives ranchers a reason 
for being, work they enjoy doing, and a sense of satisfaction (McSweeney & Raish, 2012). For farmers, 
taking care of livestock is an important aspect of their identity and culture (Porcher, 2006; Tovey, 2003). 
The relationship between farmers and their livestock can be a complex web of emotional and rational 
aspects (Hoffett, 2015). 

 
While it is common to view livestock production through skills-based lenses or even economic 

lenses, there are also subtle nuances of the phenomenon — the social, cultural, and emotional aspects — 
that are much harder to capture. Most extant studies that involve youth and livestock use a quantitative 
approach to examine the extent to which showing livestock has impacted livestock skill, life skill, or 
leadership skill development (Davis et al., 2000). Current research about youth livestock projects has not 
considered the way youth interpret the meaning of, or make sense of, the work they are doing with their 
livestock projects. Little is known about the meaning of livestock production to those involved in the 
phenomenon.  

 
By lifting the veil on youth livestock production, the current research provides insight to the 

profession about AAAE Research Priority 7: Addressing Complex Problems. It also helps to inform AAAE 
Research Priority Question 2: How can teaching, research, and extension programs in agricultural 
leadership, education, and communication address complex issues? Illuminating this phenomenon provides 
a deeper understanding that can be used to enhance livestock projects for young people enrolled in 
nonformal educational programs. This research provides clues that help us understand how and why 
working with animals can impact social and emotional skill development. It provides an opportunity for the 
voices of youth livestock program participants to influence how adults lead, teach, and mentor youth 
involved in livestock projects. Additionally, this research may be useful as we think about public perception 
around animal agriculture.  
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Purpose and Objectives 
 

The purpose of this study was to generate an interpretation of the meaning of livestock production 
for long-standing 4-H livestock project members, as well as to uncover how these project experiences 
manifest in other aspects of members’ lives. This research provides an interpretation of the phenomenon of 
4-H youth livestock production. The objectives of this study were: (1) generate an interpretation of the 
meaning of livestock production for long-standing 4-H livestock project members; and (2) uncover how 
livestock production experiences manifest in other parts of young people’s lives.  

 
Methods 

 
This hermeneutic phenomenology examined the phenomenon of youth livestock production within 

the setting of 4-H in the state of Missouri. We served as both authors and researchers for the study, using a 
constructivist paradigm to preserve multiple realities of participants. We utilized literature about youth 
livestock projects and farmers’ perspectives on livestock to provide context and identify gaps.  This 
literature also informed our understanding and helped us to be more attuned to the phenomenon at hand 
(Dibley et al, 2020). Rather than identifying a predetermined theoretical framework, data interpretation and 
analysis was driven by participant’s rich responses. It was important to us that the essence of the 
phenomenon of youth livestock production was not born of pre-existing literature, but rather uncovered 
through rich discussion with the youth participants.  

 
We interpreted participant stories, co-creating a narrative about the meaning of livestock production 

to youth who were involved in 4-H over an extended period of years. This study was reviewed by University 
of Missouri Institutional Review Board and received an exempt status. 

 
Heideggerian Hermeneutic Phenomenological Approach 
 

Since the Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenological approach seeks to understand the meaning 
of human experience, it was an appropriate fit for the research question at hand. Heidegger’s 
methodological approach aims to uncover the meaning behind a phenomenon by interpreting an experience 
(Lopez & Willis, 2004; van Manen, 1997). This ontological perspective includes the influence of social-
cultural contexts and realities, as well as how the phenomenon impacts being (McConnell-Henry et al., 
2012). Hermeneutic phenomenology focuses on uncovering meanings that may be missed or passed over 
in other qualitative methodologies.  

 
This is accomplished through the use of the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle consists of 

researchers going back and forth in the questioning of prior knowledge and experience in order to 
understand the deeper meaning of a phenomenon. The interplay between parts and the whole is at the core 
of hermeneutic phenomenological research, and it influences research design, sampling, and data analysis 
and interpretation. 

 
Research participants for this study were identified through unique purposeful sampling. Five 

participants in Northwest and Central Missouri who met the inclusion criteria for this study were contacted 
over a 30-day period via email. The goal was to find youth who were heavily involved with livestock 
production because it was anticipated that this strategy would yield deeper understanding and insight about 
the phenomenon. The following inclusion criteria were created for purposeful sampling: (a) participants 
were high school juniors or seniors; (b) participants had been enrolled in 4-H livestock projects for between 
eight and 10 years; and (c) participants were active in livestock production (i.e., own, breed, and raise 
offspring) at the time of the study.  
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Language and voice and are the center of hermeneutic phenomenological methodology, and the 
primary researcher engaged in extensive and intense dialogues with each of the five participants. Smaller 
sample sizes that generate more impactful information are appropriate for hermeneutic phenomenological 
research (Dibley et al., 2020). Through criterion-based sampling, we aimed to recruit a sample that would 
reveal not only shared experiences, but also unique differences (Dibley et al., 2020) that helped us to 
understand the phenomenon of youth livestock production at a deeper level. 

 
Data Sources and Collection 
 

This study used a qualitative design that employs photo elicitation, hermeneutic individual 
interviews with five 4-H livestock project members, and observations/field notes of the five 4-H’ers on 
their respective farms and at livestock events. Using multiple data sources helped facilitate deeper 
understanding of the phenomenon. Below we discuss each of these data collection techniques at length.  

 
First, photo elicitation is the idea of inserting a photograph (or another visual material) into a 

research interview (Harper, 2002). Having an item to handle and focus on can help to “break the ice” 
between the participant and researcher during an initial interview. Each participant was invited to share 4-
5 photos or other artifacts from his/her early days of livestock projects. The prompt was simply, “Tell me 
about your pictures.” The follow-up question was, “What else do you remember?” Aligning with the 
Heideggerian hermeneutic approach, the participant’s lead was followed as stories unfolded about their 
pictures, and follow-up questions were asked for clarification when necessary. Photos promote longer, more 
comprehensive interviews while helping to alleviate fatigue and repetition (Collier, 1957). Additionally, 
they prod memory and increase the likelihood that participants will share emotional statements (Collier, 
1957).  Finally, photos promote deep and reflective talk (Harper, 2002). 

 
 Second, on-farm conversational interviews followed principles of philosophical hermeneutics. 
They were guided by the researcher, directed by each participant, and co-constructed from the mutual focus 
of the topic at hand (Vandermause & Fleming, 2011).  The researcher followed in the direction that the 
participant led the conversation, and when needed, gently turned the participant back to the central question: 
What is the meaning of livestock production?  Follow-up questions were used if the conversation did not 
naturally provide insight or understanding about the topic at hand. Interviews were audio recorded either 
during each participant’s chore time or in the barnyard area immediately after chores were completed. This 
“go-along” method tends to feel more conversational and less intense than more formal interviews 
(Kusenbach, 2003). Each farm visit ended with the closing question, what else do I need to know? We 
recorded brief fieldnotes during this visit and reflected on observations and interviews immediately after 
leaving the farm. 
 

Finally, participants were observed at a livestock show environment “in action” with their livestock, 
families, and friends. We recorded field notes about demeanor, appearance, vocalizations, body language, 
and interactions that would not otherwise be recorded in a narrative (Crist & Tanner, 2003). After 
completing these observations, we spent time reflecting and writing reflective memos about our 
observations. Additionally, we continually practiced reflexivity throughout the research project by asking 
ourselves, what is it about me that helps or hinders the project, and what, if anything, do I need to do about 
it? Dibley et al, 2020: 140). 

 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
 

Involving an interpretive team in brainstorming, discussion, and analysis of results promotes a 
scholarly and systematic approach to hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology. Interpretive team members 
were identified and recruited because they had expertise or experience in the content area of inquiry or are 
methodological experts (Crist & Tanner, 2003). The interpretive team for this project consisted of university 
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agricultural education and leadership faculty members who are also livestock producers. These individuals’ 
children have also been involved in livestock production and members of 4-H. An undergraduate student 
from the university who grew up raising and exhibiting livestock through the 4-H and FFA programs also 
served on this team. Finally, a methodological expert in Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenology with 
content expertise in the field of nursing rounded out this team. The interpretive team met via Zoom after 
each interview had been transcribed verbatim and compared with audio recordings. 

 
We used Crist and Tanner’s (2003) five-phase framework to guide the interpretive process. The 

interpretive team was involved throughout all five phases of the iterative processes. In phase one, we 
focused on initial reactions to interview and observation techniques, as well as the content in the initial 
interviews. We used this phase to note unclear concepts and to determine further questions (Benner et al., 
1996). Phase two allowed us to explore central concerns and unfolding meanings, explore linkages, and 
talk about our own reactions to the interviews. During phase two, we also worked together on the “naming” 
process, conceptualizing and coding our central concerns and identifying exemplars (Benner et al., 1996). 
During phase three, we identified our shared meaning and developed a written interpretive summary 
showing patterns between meanings (Diekelmann, 1993). Phase four allowed us to create in-depth 
interpretations of excerpts and summaries, which supported our final interpretations of the phenomenon of 
youth livestock production. Phase five included us keeping interpretive meeting minutes to create an audit 
trail. We also worked together to refine manuscripts.  

 
Rigor and Trustworthiness 
 

  We utilized deWitt & Ploeg’s (2006) framework to help ensure rigor and trustworthiness. This 
framework consists of the following five constructs: balanced integration, openness, concreteness, 
resonance, and actualization (deWitt and Ploeg, 2006). We established positionality and used an interpretive 
team to attempt to achieve balance between our beliefs and the voices of the participants (deWitt & Ploeg, 
2006). Documenting materials, processes, analysis methods, and memos contributed to openness of the 
study. The concrete use of the research is to improve programming for youth involved in livestock 
production, unveil clues about the complex human-animal bond, and gain insight about communicating 
with those inside and outside of the agricultural community. We included participants’ meaningful stories 
and descriptions that will resonate with readers, leaving them with a new understanding, or an “epiphany” 
of the phenomenon.  A study that has strength in actualization makes a difference that lasts long after the 
study is complete. Our intention is that this study will have the following impacts: : (a) offer insight that 
can help evaluate the current educational practices surrounding youth livestock experiences; and (b) foster 
conversations that could begin to bridge gaps between those inside and outside of the agriculture industry.  

 
Findings 

 
Description of the Participants  
 

All five participants were 17-18 years of age and had completed either their junior or senior year 
of high school. All had been enrolled in the 4-H program 8-10 years. Participants included three females 
(Krista, Brandy, and Shana) and two males (Ben and Jon). All participants were Caucasian. All participants 
lived in a two-parent household and had either one or two siblings. Four of the five participants lived on 
the farm; one lived in town and had livestock housed at a separate site. All participants were heavily 
involved in not only 4-H, but also FFA. Collectively, they had served as officers on the local, regional, and 
state levels of those positive youth development organizations. All participants had shown livestock on the 
county and regional levels. Several also exhibited at the state and national levels. Although the youth in this 
study had some distinctions in their backgrounds and experiences, patterns and exemplars surfaced based 
on their shared experiences as livestock producers involved in the 4-H program throughout childhood. 
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Common Patterns and Exemplars 
 

Two patterns were identified by the interpretive team through the five interviews and five photo 
elicitation activities analyzed. Under each pattern are sub-patterns seen within the pattern. The first 
overarching pattern that emerged was Livestock Production as a Culture of Care and Connection. Sub-
patterns that were illuminated are as follows: (a) caring in families throughout the generations; (b) feeling 
supported by the agriculture community, and (c) connecting to opportunities that impact one’s future. The 
second overarching pattern was Livestock Production as a Culture of Loss and Misunderstanding. Sub-
patterns that contributed to the second overarching pattern are as follows: (a) dealing with loss and 
disappointment, and (b) balancing between two worlds.  

 
Pattern 1: Livestock Production as a Culture of Care and Connection 
 

At the center of the meaning of livestock production is a culture wrapped in care and connection. 
This culture is evident not only in the way livestock producers relate to each other, but also in how they 
relate to their livestock. However, this may not be easily apparent to those who live outside of the 
phenomenon. Furthermore, those living inside of the phenomenon tend to take this culture for granted 
because it is simply part of the daily routine of being involved in livestock production. For example, Ben 
shared what is commonly called in this type of research a “paradigm case,” or poignant remark that relates 
to all other participant experiences and themes identified in the analysis and interpretation: 

The relationships you build and networking is always gonna affect you in your life. And some of 
those relationships you build at the fair sweating over a hundred degree day trying to get pigs ready 
to show or whatever, uh, you aren’t gonna forget those very often. Uh, you don’t get a chance to 
make old memories like that again. For sure. But yeah, the money is nice. Those kids they see.. a 
lot of people put it toward college…toward schooling, and whatever they plan to do for their project 
next year. I’ve always gotten more out of it (than the money) …..Just seeing all the emotion in that 
place (the county fair livestock sale)…how much people care for the kids that do it.. and what the 
kids are doing with their animals. That means a lot more to me than the check at the end of the day. 

Ben’s words, shared on the front porch of his house on a stifling July night, paint a picture of the culture of 
care and connection that surrounds livestock production. He highly values the support and emotional 
investment of the families and community members who support youth livestock projects.   
 
  Sub-Pattern 1: Caring in Families throughout Generations. Krista’s interview is representative 
of the intergenerational family connections that are common in the phenomenon of livestock production. 
She speaks about how her aunts and uncles began showing livestock in 4-H and shares that it is now a 
family tradition: 

Yeah, so my dad and his three brothers and one sister started showing when they were 4-H’ers.... 
So then my dad’s oldest brother’s kids started showing hogs, ummm…and then that kind of passed 
down through them and my dad’s sister and my dad’s older brother ahead of him and then us. 
Umm…so it’s definitely something that we’ve been doing for a long time. Umm, I have cousins 
who their kids have now started showing. They’re doing it now. So it’s just a big cycle in my 
family, of going to the state fair…We call it the Smith Family Reunion at the fair. We have all our 
pens together and we kind of take up a whole aisle and yeah, it’s…it’s…it’s a good time for our 
family. 

 
Although the tradition of producing and showing livestock is meaningful to the participants, they 

also clearly communicate that there is pressure and tension that accompanies the pride they take in this 
phenomenon. Krista explained: 

Oh yeah, it’s definitely…you feel like everyone’s kind of looking at you so you want to do really 
well and you’ve got to perform when you’re out there, uhh…and so. Having it be such a family 
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tradition, it’s definitely something that as a little kid you take it seriously…And you want to do 
really well. 
 
There are many benefits to working and living so closely with family members, but these complex 

interactions can also present challenges for youth raised in livestock production. High expectations from 
family members were referred to several times by the youth. Several mentioned with a chuckle that their 
parents could be “control freaks” or “perfectionists.” These comments usually occurred after the audio 
recorder was shut off, frequently when the youth were in the middle of chores or show preparation. 
 

Parent-child relationships can face challenges as youth become increasingly independent with their 
livestock projects. Brandy provided an example of how this sometimes looks.  She explained: 

At the beginning of state fair this year mom was like, “Brandy, you need to go do this. Brandy you 
need to go do that.” And I kind of had to take a step back and say, “Mom, I get what you’re wanting 
me to do. I did this last year all on my own and we did okay. You just have to trust me” …You 
have to trust the process. And so we had a heart to heart at that point in time, and she realized I 
could take the responsibility handling everything. And being a responsible adult at state fair. 

 
For youth to continue to be involved in livestock production after they age out of 4-H, family 

support becomes critical. Ben explained how this would look in his family, “Dad’s got females…groups of 
heifers that are the same age as all of mine, so they can go around together.”   
 

Krista, who was getting ready to graduate from high school when she participated in this study, 
explained her cattle will be cared for by her parents while she is in college. They will receive the profit 
from the sale of the calves during her time away in exchange for their labor and input costs. When she 
finishes school and finds her own land, her cows will be waiting for her.  

 
Siblings are also involved in helping with transitions as 4-H members age out and move on to other 

endeavors. Krista mentioned the transition that occurred when her older brother left for college:  
Really, until last summer, I never made any of the feeding decisions. That was something my 
brother really enjoyed doing.  He was good at it, so I just kind of let him do it.  So that was 
something I’ve just kind of gotten to take responsibility of. To decide what pigs need to be get what 
rations, you know…stuff like that…I have to send him pictures like once a week and we have a big 
chalk board where we write everything I’m feeding to them.  So he’s got to see that and tell me if 
he thinks I’m doing it wrong or whatever. So, definitely he checks in, but I’m the one executing 
the work I guess. 
 
Each of the five participants shared memories of their grandparents when talking about their 

livestock projects. Ben laughed fondly as he told of his grandpa watching him walk his market hog one 
evening while sitting in his wheelchair on the front porch. Suddenly the pig ran up onto the porch. Ben 
explained:  

I just knew that pig was gonna plow him over. And that pig stopped right in front of him, and he 
just reached, petted her head, and said,“ Good pig.” And then she ran away. Just stood there and 
looked at him and he petted her right on the forehead…Cuz he had pigs too…that was Mom’s dad. 
He had pigs too, and he always liked his pigs.  

 
Life changes accompany the phenomenon of livestock production; siblings transition in and out of 

the home, youth transition out of 4-H and FFA livestock projects, and family members who have been 
involved in livestock production become unable to participate due to aging or death. Yet care is present 
throughout the generations. 
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 Sub-Pattern 2: Feeling Supported by the Agriculture Community. In addition to extensive 
conversations about family members within the context of livestock production, youth frequently 
mentioned what they referred to as their “agricultural family,” or “show family.” They feel an instant 
connection with others in agriculture, as Krista explained: 

But you know, being able to go places... ummm and know people that are involved in agriculture 
and know that you have a connection with those people. Even if you don’t actually know them 
personally, we can be connected. Because you know, we live on farms…we know what a farm life 
is like…Yeah, I don’t know. But it’s definitely something that…yeah, it is an instant connection 
with people that are involved in agriculture. We’ve all kind of … Part of it you know I think is 
definitely that we’ve struggled through bad… you know, low grain prices or cattle prices. And so 
you know, everybody’s sorta been through the ringer at some point or another…We know that 
that’s kind of helped make us stronger and that...it’s about tradition. We definitely grow through 
those times and that it’s not what’s making you the most money. Or you know, the easiest job to 
do but because we love what we do we continue to do it. 
 
Brandy also talked about her “show family’s” help following her mother’s car accident: 
Yes, there were other more important things to focus on other than just state fair. So I personally 
had my other county fair family…to be a major, major support system.  And that was so important 
to me, just a person. Having and knowing that there’s somebody that’s got your back…umm, if 
something happens, especially like this accident.  

Brandy knew that she could count on the livestock families she had spent countless hours with through the 
years in the livestock barns at the county fair to be her support system during an unexpected life crisis. She 
comments that some of these adults were “kind of like substitute parents” for her during this time. 
 

Each of the youth in this study shared stories of being inspired by role models and mentors. 
Sometimes, these were older 4-H or FFA members. Other times, they were siblings or extended family 
members. In some cases, people in the community even became role models or mentors. Ben referred to 
several different types of role models and mentors in the following vignette: 

Those older showmen that were 18 and 19. I was like, man I really…I really wanna be like them 
someday…Like I can’t believe he can pick his lamb up with one hand, and then set the back feet 
legs with the other. And I know I was a short kid, and couldn’t do that at all, but I knew someday 
that I wanted to be a good enough showman to be able to do something like that. And then seeing 
your local producer who you know has plenty of stuff to do at their house or at their jobs and 
that…40 hours a week is kinda done by Wednesday at their house…And you see those men and 
women that come out to the fair after they’ve had a 10-hour day…And you know they put in so 
much time and effort elsewhere. 

4-H livestock projects help provide a way for young people to connect with others in the community of all 
ages and form relationships that can last for an extended period. In some cases, these relationships last far 
beyond the 10-year duration of the 4-H program. 
 
 Sub-Pattern 3: Connecting to the Future. Participants perceived that participating in youth 
livestock programs helped them make connections that led to other opportunities, thus positively impacting 
their futures. One of the most vivid stories of being propelled into the future through a livestock production 
experience came from Ben. He told of his interaction with the manager of a local feed store that is very 
supportive of 4-H and FFA youth during the county fair livestock sale. Ben was about 13 years old at the 
time this event occurred, and his family had been a regular customer of this feed store for his entire life.  

Well, I…. me and Mark had been bidding against each other…And keep in mind I was 13 years 
old at the time of this. And I uh..went up to Mark..uh, after he bought the pig. And I nudged him 
on the shoulder and I was like, “What’s the deal biddin’ against a kid? I’m just a kid”... And he 
laughed…And then whenever we were loading pigs he made sure she got on my trailer instead of 
his. So, uh..so that was Gertrude. And so her and that Hereford sow pretty much built my first two 
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years of showing. She’s still the sow that has had the most pigs for me to date.  She had…16 one 
litter, and 14 in another litter. And raised ‘em every time. 

Because of Mark’s generosity, Ben had a successful start to his show pig operation. It is interesting to note 
that Ben actually went to work for Mark at the feed store during his junior year of high school (several 
years after Mark slipped the show pig on Ben’s trailer) and worked there until he left for college. Mark’s 
actions showed that he believed in Ben’s potential and wanted to invest in his future. Raising and selling 
hogs as a 4-H member at the county fair led to this particular event. The connection made between Ben and 
Mark later led to a job opportunity for Ben. 
 

Ben explained that being involved in showing livestock has also helped connect him with resources 
and knowledge. He believes the connections will continue to project him forward throughout his lifetime:  

It has just been nice to have those connections. Again, networking and stuff. But being connected 
to people that can get you the resources and knowledge that you need. To go on…Not only with 
your project next year. And to improve it one step at a time. But throughout your lifetime. And 
your college…if you’re going to college…and whatever career you decide to do. All these skills 
are applicable at that point, so…4-H livestock projects teach a lot more than just…how to feed a 
pig….one summer. 

In addition to connections with individuals in the community, study participants talk extensively about 
positive youth development organizations. They credit both 4-H and FFA with connecting them to other 
opportunities both in and beyond those organizations. For example, Brandy explained that 4-H and then 
FFA led to her involvement in the state Junior Cattlemen’s Association and then connected her with an 
opportunity to write for a livestock breed publication. 
 

 For the youth livestock producers in this study, numerous people and organizations within their 
microsystems fueled their connections and propelled them forward into the future. Raising livestock in the 
context of youth organizations helps bridge young livestock producers to social networks and opportunities, 
moving them into the agriculture industry over time. 

 
Pattern 2: Livestock Production as a Culture of Loss and Misunderstanding 
 

Buried much deeper inside the culture of livestock production is a pattern that seems paradoxical 
to care and concern: feelings of loss and misunderstanding. However, upon further examination of 
participants’ stories, it becomes clear that with a phenomenon as complex as livestock production the 
paradoxical patterns can and do coexist. The patterns are tightly interwoven into the fabric that constitutes 
the phenomenon of livestock production. 

 
Ben presented us with another “paradigm case” for pattern two. The excerpt from his interview 

referred to an experience he had at his suburban/urban high school’s agriculture day event. His description 
of agriculture day exemplifies the feelings of loss and misunderstanding that accompany the culture of 
livestock production: “I remember my junior year, I talked to a vegetarian teacher for 30 minutes because 
she tried to convince me not to butcher my market barrow…he still went to the butcher the next morning.” 
Ben elaborated:  

I mean….just….she asked what his purpose was, and I told her he’s a castrated male. He’s a 
Hereford barrow, and a barrow has one purpose, and that’s to feed people. We eat meat, and that’s 
what he’s gonna do.  He’s gonna go to the butcher tomorrow. He’s at market weight. He’s more 
than ready…And she just looked at me…and was like…“You’re gonna kill him?....But didn’t you 
get attached?” And I’m like, “Yeah, I pulled that piglet outta his mother. I was attached to him a 
little bit, but everything…we were raised on a beef cattle farm. Everything dies at some point.” 
And then I told her, “Well, he’s a castrated male. He’s a full-sized pig; he’s not a companion 
animal.” She came back later with her other class and was like, “Are you sure? Are you sure you 
can’t just keep him around? He can come to ag day next year.” 
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Ben is unique in that he is a true “farm kid” who attended high school at a large suburban/urban high school. 
What stood out in this interview was that by questioning Ben about the future of his market animal, then 
returning with her class to again question his decision, the teacher (a person who is in a position of authority) 
essentially questioned her student’s culture and family’s way of life in front of his peers. In a day where 
diversity and acceptance are emphasized, it is remarkable that a student’s agricultural practices (which 
constitute an important piece of his cultural identity) are openly criticized.  

 
In this exemplar, Ben also referred to the emotions that go into producing livestock, acknowledging 

that producers become attached as they work with animals throughout the entire life cycle. However, he 
explained how the purpose of market animals is to help feed people. This was a common narration given 
by each of the participants in the study. They balance affection and care for the animals with the practical 
purpose of livestock production: producing food. 

 
Sub-Pattern 1: Dealing with Loss. Selling livestock that have reached adequate growth and 

maturity to be harvested and become part of the food chain is part of the phenomenon of livestock 
production. This is something that young people raised in the culture are exposed to from early childhood 
on. Jon explained that this is part of being a livestock producer who raises, exhibits, and sells market 
animals: 

One of the things with showing livestock as a producer is….at the end of the fair, that “heaven 
wagon” or train, whatever they want to call it, where you put your animal on and you know in the 
beginning it was hard…you know, the first year we showed goats Mom and Dad bought us two 
wethers and two females. We were gonna keep the females to help us get through the…havin’ the 
wethers go away…And the first years it was fairly hard….and…nowadays, it’s not. 

Jon also commented on several strategies that he and his family have used to help make this separation a 
bit easier. Strategies he mentions include: purchasing females at the same time to be kept as breeding stock 
so youth are able to keep part of their livestock throughout the years; not naming animals that will be used 
for market animals; and keeping the purpose of the animal in mind from the very beginning of the project. 
He also refers to a “heaven wagon,” hinting at his belief that these animals’ souls may ascend to heaven 
upon their death. These are common strategies mentioned by many of the participants in this study. Brandy 
explained: 

Of course it is always sad. I mean, I’m 18 years old, and I still cry whenever I have to …whenever 
my pigs leave. That’s just cuz I’ve dedicated so many hours to them, and I loved and cared for them 
so, so much. That it’s just … I hate to see them go, but they have a purpose in life. And that purpose 
is to feed the world…I mean, I’ve always known it since I was young, just from growing up on a 
sheep farm. And you know, the first year I was…got into pigs especially. I mean, I knew we 
butchered pigs and harvested them. And I knew there would come that certain point in time. But 
when it came time for me, I was devastated. And I was like, “No, I don’t want to.” But then dad sat 
me down and explained to me kind of the same way. He said, “You know, that pig has to go on. 
And one of the things that, you know, helps me, is the pig’s gonna be in pig heaven is what we call 
it. You know, that always helps little kids. Umm, it’s gonna have a better place where they have as 
much mud and as much water and as much feed as they want.  Umm, so that can always help little 
kids and it always helped me whenever I was little. You know, we’d always have our special 
goodbyes. And I’d try to always keep those in my mind and just leave it at that. And just say, 
“Okay, it’s time to go.” And just…for this animal to fill its purpose. 

Young producers must learn to navigate the cycle of births and deaths that occur regularly on the farm. 
They look forward to births as exciting and happy times on the farm:  

So I think that yes, on the farm all the time we have joys. And...it’s a lot about…the simple things… 
like baby calves running in the pasture. But...I think it’s just around us all the time…So when…it’s 
silly….but just seeing that new life on the farm. It’s just something we get to experience a lot. 
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However, they also share stories of sadness when a birth doesn’t go well and results in loss of life. 
Young people who are raised on farms have direct exposure to both birth and death as part of everyday life. 
They are surrounded by the beginning and the end of the life cycle — and everything in between. The 
participants in this study all acknowledge that disappointing losses happen.  However, these stories of loss 
tend to be framed within statements of hope for the future. Jon explained: 

Umm, I mean there’s been…let’s see…last year… so…I… my best wether goats out of my whole 
crop, I hadn’t sold em for big money so I kept em and was gonna show em….and then they both 
got tetanus about two weeks apart and keeled right over. And it was kind of  just the dregs that I 
had left…and showed whatever I had left… and the fair rolled around, and I still won my class, 
and I got Reserve Champion home raised with my bottom dregs goat. And it turned out to be a 
decent year. But it started out bad. 
 
Although it is not easy, focusing on this never-ending cycle is a coping mechanism youth livestock 

producers use when they are dealing with loss. Krista described how she thinks about the good things that 
are yet to come to help get through the times of unexpected loss: 

So being involved with 4-H has taught me, you know, what the real-life experiences are of 
agriculture. The good and the bad, you know, umm… I think about the FFA creed where it says 
umm…“I know the joys and discomforts of agricultural life”… umm and so knowing that 
ummm…sometimes a gilt’s gonna die, but you’re gonna get another litter of pigs that’s gonna work 
out. 

Dealing with death is part of the cycle of life on the farm, whether this is planned (as in feeding out a market 
animal) or unexpected (as in accident or sickness). Youth livestock producers adopt strategies to deal with 
loss and have hope for the future.  
 

Sub-Pattern 2: Balancing Between Two Worlds. The second sub-pattern uncovered in this study 
is Balancing Between Two Worlds. The youth shared stories of feeling misunderstood by, or different from, 
those who are not involved in agriculture. Ben shared his thoughts about his high school classmates’ 
opinions of his involvement in agriculture. Ben attended a very large and diverse suburban high school and 
was one of very few farm youth enrolled there: 

A lot of kids, they just…they think we’re crazy…cuz we talk about feeding 200 cows for a year. 
That’s a lot of work. By the time you have to check ‘em , cuz calving season…and you have to put 
up hay for ‘em in the summer...in the fall you’re weaning and vaccinating and getting ready for 
winter…and ummm….spring you’re calving…out there 24/7 it seems like… so they ...they don’t 
believe the work that goes into it sometimes. They think we’re nuts for doing what we do. So being 
able to talk to them…and just kinda answer any questions they may have and expose them to it 
[agriculture]…uhh…there’s a lot of negative news out there…and umm... a lot of videos. The only 
videos they remember is uh…the videos of people beating pigs or poking cows with…a hot 
pitchfork or something…you know, some of that stuff….maybe half a percent of farmers mistreat 
their animals…and give the 99 ½ percent a bad name and a bad label. Uh, that cow, that cow, that 
animal is your livelihood. So they deserve your respect and that’s something we try to really get 
across to them.  
 
Ben shared that his high school’s “Ag Day” held a great deal of meaning for him because it was 

when he got to explain what livestock production is really all about to an audience who has not had much 
exposure to agriculture. Ben explained what he tries to keep in mind when he feels misunderstood by those 
who do not live in the phenomenon of livestock production: 

And they’ve been brought up a lot different than I have. She [the teacher] was from St. Louis, I 
believe. So she was from a big city that’s many generations removed from the farm. So I just have 
to kinda keep in mind that they don’t think the same way I do. And they don’t have the same beliefs 
and the same upbringing as I did. Umm…especially with the cows…they see a cute cow and they 
don’t really think…Oh, they see a fat cow and I see a cow that’s ready to go to market.  
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Youth involved in production also feel like they are balancing between opposite ends of a spectrum 

even inside the agriculture industry: the livestock show world and the livestock production world. 
Throughout the study, they refer to the “two sides” of the livestock industry: show and production. 
Participants took pride in the fact that they are breeding, raising, and showing their own livestock. Jon 
explained the sense of satisfaction that he feels when his goats are recognized in the top of the home raised 
category or when he sees the goat kids he has sold to 4-H and FFA members as market goats in the show 
ring: 

We’ve had reserve and grand home raised. But there’s also that satisfaction of looking out across 
the champion drive and seeing more than half of ‘em come from you. Even if you didn’t feed ‘em 
out, they come out of that pen over there (points). Went on, won their classes, beat people that spent 
a lot more money on goats. 

 
Although these young producers enjoy a win in the show ring, they also realize that the livestock 

they raise has to be production oriented.  Krista explains that one important difference she sees between 
“the show world” and “production” has to do with time: 

What’s different is…I think we’re talking about mainly breeding stock when I’m with my family. 
We’re looking long-term at animals. And in the show world, you’re talking about how a pig’s 
gonna do in this class. And well maybe I didn’t feed him the right thing to get him to be the freshest 
that day. That’s something that we’re not really concerned about in terms of production, but it’s 
just kind of the conversation of short-term versus long-term…umm…is the biggest difference. 

 
             As a producer, Krista thinks about the long-term and takes pride in the work and effort she and her 
family members have put into the livestock throughout several human generations:  

You know, we’d seen those pigs be born, and we’d taken care of them…And so, maybe we knew 
that we weren’t gonna win with ‘em, but we knew that we…just knowing that we had done all that, 
really played into it. Knowing, just like being around…my dad and my uncles…ummm…being on 
their farms versus in the show barn. Umm… a majority of the time it was really about what 
production agriculture looked like and how things were different from the show world. And 
how…it’s really about this is ultimately gonna be used for human consumption versus other things 
like winning first in a class. And while we do like to win, we maybe buy better pigs now than we 
used to…we definitely can keep that same idea in mind. It’ll ultimately be used for 
consumption…we are feeding people with these animals. 

Although they share a great many things with youth who show livestock in the 4-H program, youth livestock 
producers have a different experience. Their extensive involvement with livestock throughout the entire life 
cycle over an extended time, as well as their pride in this involvement, makes their culture unique. 
 

This Heideggerian hermeneutic study illuminates the stories of youth livestock producers, showing 
us that the phenomenon of livestock production is about much more than just taking care of livestock. The 
phenomenon of livestock production consists of paradoxes, tension, and ambiguity, which make the 
phenomenon incredibly complex. However, we can tease out practical implications that will impact positive 
youth development programs and the agricultural industry. 

 
Discussion and Recommendations 

 
For youth livestock producers, life is surrounded by generational evolution of both people and 

livestock, typically in close proximity. There is a connection between the history of the stock and the history 
of the family (Bock et al., 2007). Being involved in livestock production throughout childhood provides 
many opportunities for youth like Ben to develop strong family ties while also being projected into a future 
where they are well connected in the community. 
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 Formal and non-formal educators should not underestimate the power that community connections 
can have on youth. Studies have suggested that in addition to parents, adults outside of the family play an 
important role in helping youth develop into adults who are productive and healthy (Halpern, 2005). 
Relationships with mentors can provide opportunities for other activities, resources, and connections to 
even more relationships, which can all help youth form their sense of identity (Darling et al., 2002). Formal 
and non-formal educators, volunteers, and parents should purposefully pursue ways to encourage and assist 
all youth, regardless of their backgrounds, in facilitating and strengthening connections with individuals 
and businesses in the community in which they live. The agriculture industry excels at providing 
opportunities for connections that help bring “their own” youth into the agricultural family. However, it is 
more difficult to reach youth who have not been born into, and projected forward into, this industry. More 
research is needed to determine what experiences are pivotal and what support is required to recruit youth 
who are not raised in agriculture to pursue opportunities and careers in agriculture. 

 
Youth who are involved in the production of livestock throughout their entire childhoods have a 

unique opportunity to develop autonomy over time in a way that youth who purchase animals in the spring, 
raise and show them throughout the summer, and send them to market may not. Leaders, volunteers, and 
educators should keep these differences in mind as they design experiential learning opportunities for youth 
livestock producers. Much “doing” is happening naturally for many of these young people. However, efforts 
should be made to enhance opportunities for reflection. This focus will promote deeper learning and 
improve the ability of youth livestock producers to apply that learning to new situations or circumstances. 
This information should also be incorporated into educator and volunteer training to help parents, other 
adult volunteers, and educators ensure that they are allowing the child to function in a way that advances 
meaningful learning and growth. Intentionally focusing on what a young person is capable of doing on their 
own will help ensure that the focus of livestock projects is truly on developing the competence and 
confidence that is critical for youth development, not just winning shows. 

 
In viewing youths’ narratives, it is easy to see that there is more to their relationship with the 

livestock they raise than simply “looking after them.” There is an emotional component present in these 
relationships as well. Although we live in a society where livestock producers are often stereotyped as 
“callous,” or “uncaring,” this research illuminates how deeply youth feel about their livestock. Their 
tenderness contrasts sharply with the stereotype but is supported by the small body of research (Ellis, 2014; 
Hoffett, 2015; McSweeney & Raisch, 2012) that exists investigating the relationships between adult 
producers and their livestock.  

 
Extant literature in the area of human-livestock interactions suggests that it is not just youth who 

experience raising and letting go of livestock as emotionally complicated. Ellis (2014) described the 
profession of ranching as “emotionally labor intensive” (p. 95). Adult ranchers who feel emotionally 
attached to their livestock often use their sense of responsibility to care for livestock, the belief that animals 
are meant to be used to produce food (dominion), religious beliefs, and the life cycle (where everything 
starts over again on the farm) to deal with their emotions (Ellis, 2014). 

 
In the current study, youth alluded to these same strategies that adult livestock producers use. An 

additional method used by parents to help ease the feelings of loss when a market animal is shipped that 
emerged in this study is purchasing or allowing the youth to produce another animal (for example, a heifer) 
that they could keep and breed. For the youth in this study, this purchase typically occurred in the earliest 
years of 4-H. This strategy emphasizes how important the “circle of life” is to livestock producers; as one 
participant stated, “It’s more about the long-term.” Even the way the participants conclude their stories of 
losses and disappointments suggest that they are looking ahead; they tend to conclude their narratives with 
phrases like “that’s just the way it goes sometimes…” and “there’s always next year.” Further research is 
needed to more fully understand the unique stressors and emotional dissonance associated with raising 
livestock for people of all ages. 
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 Rather than shielding children from the adversity surrounding livestock production, educators, 

parents, and volunteers should prepare them for it. Livestock project curriculum should be revised to include 
anticipatory guidance that helps youth and families deal with the losses and emotional tension associated 
with livestock production. To ensure credibility, it will be essential for educators, youth development 
professionals, and content experts on the development team to understand the meaning of experiences for 
those embedded in the culture of livestock production. It will be imperative that adults involved in the 
development of this programming have extensive experience with livestock production themselves. 
Furthermore, youth who live in this phenomenon should be engaged in the program development/adaptation 
process.  

 
Communicating across cultures is extremely challenging; every culture has its own norms that those 

within the culture have absorbed from a young age. Positive youth development livestock curriculum and 
programming should be designed around research-based information on how to most effectively 
communicate about livestock production with those who have been raised outside of agriculture. 
Curriculum and programming should also offer guidance regarding how to respond when approached by 
those who wish to eliminate animal agriculture. Additionally, research should be conducted to explore what 
it means to youth livestock producers when they are criticized for their involvement in animal agriculture, 
particularly by those who are in positions of power or status. When a young person’s cultural identity is 
wrapped up in livestock production, criticism or questions of ethics from adults in authority could be 
negatively impactful.   

 
This issue not only impacts youth involved in livestock production, but also the agriculture industry 

as a whole. Exploring the social identities and cultures of farmers and ranchers and how they “walk the 
line” between the agricultural world and “the other world” is critical for the agriculture industry to explore. 
One key to successfully communicating with consumers about their food may be developing an 
understanding of, and respect for, cultural differences. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Data derived from hermeneutical analysis are intended to help stimulate thinking in new ways, raise 

questions, and recognize aspects of a phenomenon that have been previously overlooked in research 
(Vandermause & Fleming, 2011). It is important to remember that the purpose for such an ontological 
approach to research is very different from positivist research that generalizes facts. Results from this study 
are not to be considered a distillation of meaning that applies to all youth livestock producers in all 
situations. Rather, this data should be used to help consider possibilities for understanding aspects of 
livestock production that could be relevant and useful to a variety of individuals and organizations for a 
variety of purposes. By generating interpretations of the meaning of livestock production, we are able to 
uncover what livestock production is about in a way that encompasses logic, ethics, and emotions. Although 
this study occurs with a small number of participants at one point in time, it helps to illuminate patterns that 
are common across young people who spend their childhoods surrounded by the phenomenon of livestock 
production.  

 
The culture of livestock production consists of two overarching patterns that are distinctly different 

— paradoxical, in fact, yet tightly interwoven. The fabric that creates the first pattern of the culture (livestock 
production as a culture of care and connection) is quite transparent. Like a sheer curtain blowing in the breeze 
on a summer afternoon, it is pleasant and refreshing. It summons a sense of days gone by — nostalgia. This 
pattern is the story the agriculture industry is proud of, and comfortable, telling. Veiled behind much heavier 
draperies is the second pattern: livestock production as a culture of loss and misunderstanding. Persons living 
outside of this culture see little evidence of the emotional work that takes place behind these curtains, which 
are tightly drawn most of the time. Indeed, typically, all they can see is the heavy curtain. When the heavy 
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draperies do move apart, it is usually only briefly; perhaps only long enough for one to see a glimpse of the 
tension, dissonance, and emotional ambiguity involved in livestock production.  

 
Patterns illuminated in this research will help inform and enhance both formal and non-formal 

educational experiences surrounding livestock production. This study also adds to the agriculture industry’s 
understanding of how youth experience growing up in livestock production by adding rigorous and 
systematic research to the discussion. Finally, this study provides insight into the importance of continuing 
to explore the ways livestock producers engage with the world about agriculture. 
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