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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 

 
This Food Agility CRC research project is a collaboration between Federation University, 
Marcus Oldham College and Southern Farming Systems to deliver an interactive web App 
for supporting farmer decision making. It is designed to be flexible and allow farmers to 
make more informed decision based on various inputs, while building farmer knowledge 
about how those decisions are made.  
 
This decision-making tool is used when there are several alternatives and factors to 
consider, by creating a preferred option based on a series of questions that are answered. 
The tool aims to make complex decisions easier by leveraging on-farm experience and 
knowledge.  
 
The project will also build a bank of knowledge about decision-making that could be used 
for future machine learning applications, further fine-tuning programs that can help farmers 
make the best decisions for farming productivity. 
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PROJECT PARTNERS 
 

 
This project is a partnership between: 

• Federation University 

• Southern Farming Systems 

• Marcus Oldham College 

• Nicon Rural Services 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

Every day, farmers are making business decisions that affect the productivity and 

profitability of their farm. They base these decisions around historical knowledge, data, 

agronomic advice, as well as intuition, beliefs, and values. This project Decision Wizard 

explored how to better use this information, as well as their values, beliefs preferences and 

past experience, to guide and support farmers to not only make a good decision but the 

right decision.  Decision making is a skill.  It can be taught and practiced. Research has 

shown the main difference between highly profitable farmers and the rest of the industry is 

their ability to make the good decisions at the right time. 

 

The Decision Wizard project created a web-based platform to guide uses through a series of 

logical steps to build a framework to make a decision.  The anticipated outcome is that 

farmers will be able to make sound decisions that they understand. The digital process used 

in decision wizard guides the decision making logic.  

 

The decision-making logic and technical design were based upon a manual version of a 

decision-making framework developed by Nicon Rural Services and Marcus Oldham College. 

The bespoke online platform was developed using the Laravel framework to host Decision 

Wizard. It has a simple decision and user administration capability, to allow users to register 

and save their decision matrices for future reuse. Users can choose to share their matrices 

with others, allowing other users to benefit from examples of decision-making 

considerations. A prototype platform was tested using a range of different end users in 

workshops held in Queensland during April 2021. Feedback from those workshops was 

positive and constructive, and indicated that users generally felt the tool was simple to use 

and greatly assisted with their decision-making processes. Future use of the tool is 

anticipated to be facilitated using wholistic workshops where demonstration of the 

functionality and training of the tool use is combined with presentations about key 

information required to help make decisions (e.g. finances, livestock prices, markets). 

 

The future plans for the tool include addition of an Appetite for Risk module being 

developed by Marcus Oldham College. 
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IMPACT STATEMENTS 
 

 

INDUSTRY PARTNER Cam Nicholson, Partner, Nicon Rural Services 

 

Nicon Rural Services has already used to tool with a client who is considering investing 

$100,000 in sub-surface drainage (slotted pipe).  This decision is aimed at removing 

waterlogging on a recently purchased farm to avoid soil pugging by livestock and increasing 

winter pasture growth.  He had already completed the first three steps of the decision 

process by hand.  The Decision Wizard made the process quicker and prevented the farmer 

from making some common mistakes commonly seem by the advisor.  

 

INDUSTRY PARTNER Bret Ryan, Business services Manager, Southern Farming Systems 

 

The Decision Wizard has become an important part of a $3.6M National Landcare Program 

Smart Farming partnership project Building the resilience and profitability of cropping and 

grazing farmers in the high rainfall zone of Southern Australia.  A core element of this 

project is building decision making skills and the tool will be a unexpected enhancement to 

this extension effort. 

 

INDUSTRY PARTNER David Cornish, Senior lecturer, Marcus Oldham College 

 

Marcus Oldham College have started using the Decision Wizard with 30 final year farm 

management students.  Over the next six months, 30 students will use the tool extensively 

when analysisng a range of production, marketing and natiral resource decisions.  It is now a 

integral part of the curriculum. 

 

INDUSTRY PARTNER, Pheona Smoczynska, projects manager Dairy Australia. 

 

Dairy Australia are also keen to use the tool as part of their decision making elearning 

resources and Nicon Rural Services will be conducting ‘train the trainer’ events with field 

staff in July 2021.  It is part of their investment in better farm decision making. 
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END-USER PROFILE 
 

 

Every day, farmers are making business decisions that affect the productivity and 

profitability of their farming operations. They base these decisions on historical knowledge, 

data, agronomic advice, as well as intuition, beliefs, and values.  

 

However, as decisions become more complex with contributing factors and considerations, 

a structured way to systematically step through a decision is necessary to ensure that the 

relevant elements can captured as well as communicated to relevant stakeholders. 

 

Andrew Wilkie, a director with Objective Livestock Marketing in Queensland, had a go at 

developing a decision matrix around selling cattle during the road testing workshops in April 

2021.  Initially he mis-interpreted one of the questions (which have subsequently been 

modified), but with a small amount of guidance was able to complete the process himself.  

When questioned about the decisions the Decision wizard was suggesting for different 

scenarios, he felt it was quite useful.  “The interesting one was a scenario that in my mind 

was a bit touch and go”.  “The Wizard also gave a similar borderline decision, however it did 

help identify what parts of the decision we could potentially score higher if we did some 

more work, such as making sure we only sold animals that perfectly fitted the market 

specification”.  “If we could achieve this, it enabled the score to increase, giving me greater 

confidence to sell if we drafted the animals up better”. 
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OBJECTIVES 
 

 

This project aimed to create a web-based portal to make guided farming operations 

decisions. The was achieved by digitising a manual version of a decision-making framework 

developed by Nicon Rural Services and Marcus Oldham College. 

 

The anticipated project outcome is that farmers will be able to make sound decisions that 

they understand, by being able to digitally access this decision support tool ‘Decision 

Wizard’, that leverages a framework backed by data and proven decision sciences. 

 

The project had two key objectives: 

1. Choice: Farmers choose to use the tool to support better decision making. 

2. Delighting Users: Software is easily accessible and easy to use 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

 

The Decision Wizard project emerged from decision-making educational material developed 

for students at Marcus Oldham College (MOC). This was an Excel-based decision-making 

tool to assist farmers in determining what factors are important to consider when making 

on-farm decisions, e.g. “Do I apply lime to this paddock?”. As part of the decision-making 

process was consideration of risk, and an individual’s appetite for risk when making 

decisions. 

 

The Centre for eResearch and Digital Innovation at Federation University worked with Nicon 

Rural Services to digitise the existing manual Decision Making Framework (Figure 1), and 

build a publicly-accessible online platform for using the decision making tool. The platform 

included user administration functionality to allow users to register for the system and thus 

provide the capacity to store and retrieve decision matrices. 

 

Figure 1. Decision logic underpinning Decision Wizard functionality 

 
 

A MySQL database was developed to support the decision-making tool. The Excel 

spreadsheet and decision logic were used to design the platform wireframe. The platform 

architecture was built using the Laravel framework (Figure 2) and a simple user interface 

designed for the web. 
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Figure 2. Decision Wizard platform architecture. 

 
 

A prototype online tool was tested with a range of users in workshops held in Queensland in 

mid-late April 2021. Two types of workshops were held, one with farm advisors (e.g. banks 

etc) to provide an overview of the Decision Project and the functionality, and the other with 

farmer end users to provide training on farming decision making and use of the Decision 

Wizard tool. Feedback obtained from the workshops was used to make updates to the tool 

and the user interface. 

 

During the technology development and testing, a parallel process occurred through MOC 

to collect quantitative information via surveys around user appetites for risk. This was done 

as a separate body of work and is intended to inform further development of Decision 

Wizard in Stage 2. 
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RESULTS 
 

 

The online prototype was initially tested with Nicon Rural Services (NRS), to ensure the 

decision-making logic was correctly implemented and the workflow / functionality met 

expectations. This stage included populating the tool with three decision-making scenarios 

from a possible 49 (developed by NRS): 

• Do I lime this paddock? 

• Do I sell my livestock? 

• Do I lease this land? 

Refinements were made to the tool based on this first round of testing and the three 

scenarios had accompanying decision matrices to guide other users and facilitate 

demonstration.  

 

A second round of testing was conducted during the Queensland workshops. 

 

Queensland workshops April 2021 

 

Five workshops were conducted between 20 and 23 April in Queensland, and on 29 April 

2021 online. Two were “advisor breakfasts” (of approximately 2 hours, attended by 10 & 14 

people). One was an online demonstration and the other two were farmer workshops. The 

farmer workshops were all day sessions about selling livestock, attended by 11 and 17 

people.   

 

The farmer workshops were structured to be holistic. They provided relevant information 

for the decision-making scenario being discussed e.g. selling livestock or buying versus 

leasing land, followed by a talk about the theory behind decision making. This was followed 

by a demonstration of the decision-making process using a pre-existing decision matrix and 

then a demonstration of the Decision Wizard Tool. Users were encouraged to register and 

enter their own decision matrices, which provided the opportunity to obtain feedback on its 

functionality as well as training them in the use of the tool. 

 

Feedback was provided in terms of functionality and logic, clarity e.g. wording and guidance 

material, and presentation. Key insights from these workshops were: 

● People found it simple to use 

● There was a recognition that a robust decision-making process is lacking in most 

people. Encouragingly, participants didn’t think the Decision Wizard approach was at 

all onerous for making their decisions. 
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● It was also recognised that people have a tendency to get stuck on wording (e.g. in 

the guidance material) and not think about their decisions. By providing users with 

access to other people’s matrices (but without the ability to copy and edit them) 

helped give them ideas for developing their own decision matrices. 

● People are overwhelmed by the amount of information coming from AgTech 

companies, banks, etc, that should be considered to make decisions. The Decision 

Wizard helped them identify and access only the information they need to inform 

this decision. 

● Use of Decision Wizard in the early days will be through demonstration and word of 

mouth, e.g. participants at workshops use the online tool, then show it to others – a 

bit like the train-the-trainer model. 

 

Finalisation of Decision Wizard  

 

Further refinements were made to the tool and the guidance material on the basis of 

feedback from this workshop. A total of nine decision scenarios were populated in the site. 

The tool is available at https://decisionwizard.sfs.org.au (Figure 3) 

 

A video user guide is currently being prepared and will be available on the Decision Wizard 

website. The tool also includes detailed guidance material at each decision step. 

 

At the time of writing, MOC was working on the risk quiz using their survey data, which is 

intended to be an “Add on” to insert later into the website, and will replace the current risk 

tolerance button within the workflow. 

 

Figure 3. Screen shot of the Decision Wizard landing page 

https://decisionwizard.sfs.org.au 

https://decisionwizard.sfs.org.au/
https://decisionwizard.sfs.org.au/
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CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

The main feedback for Decision Wizard from end user testing was that people found it 

simple to use and it greatly enhance their confidence in making a decision. It is important to 

note however that this was in a facilitated workshop environment and that training in use of 

the tool and subsequent uptake by users will be most successful when it is demonstrated 

using this forum. Combining demonstration and training with presentations about key 

information that needs to be accounted for when making farming decisions (e.g. selling 

livestock or banking lines of credit) was an effective way to reach end users and encourage 

adoption of the tool. The addition of video tutorials in the near future will assist those users 

to make future use of the tool, as well as spread the word to other potential users.  

 

Prior to development of Decision Wizard, many users’ decision-making was “hand done”, as 

most people won’t use Microsoft Excel in this fashion. Digitisation and online access to the 

decision-making tool should help facilitate the transition away from manual decision-making 

to something more systematic and repeatable (and reusable). The user interface allows end 

users to save their matrices for later retrieval and reuse. They can also choose to share their 

matrices with others, so others can benefit from seeing examples of decision-making 

processes that might be relevant to their enterprise. Importantly, no personal information is 

provided with saved matrices so there are no issues with privacy. It is expected that 

subsequent incorporation of (optional) risk module will further improve the robustness of 

the decision-making process, with potential application to future decision-making needs like 

scenario gaming / trade-off tools. 
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NEXT STEPS 
 

 

The next step for Decision Wizard is to populate the Appetite for Risk module and 

incorporate it into tool. This will be based on social research findings being undertaken by 

Marcus Oldham College.  

 

Stage 2 of Decision Wizard will explore opportunities to make the tool interoperable with 

other decision-making platforms, expanding the functionality to allow simultaneous 

decision making (the current version only allows one decision at a time) and exploring 

options for using data feeds from other sources (e.g. sensors on farm or public data like 

Bureau of Meteorology season forecasts) to auto-populate commonly used decision 

scenario data fields.  
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