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By Alyssa Mitchell

MADISON, Wis. — America’s Dairyland 
has much to be proud of when it comes to 
Wisconsin Cheese. Just this past month, 
the state received top honors in the bien-
nial U.S. Championship Cheese Contest. 
Wisconsin cheesemakers took the top 
three champion spots, with the title of 
Grand Champion Cheese going to Reserve 
Black Pepper BellaVitano made by Sartori 
Co., Plymouth, Wisconsin.

With this latest recognition, Wiscon-
sin has won top honors at the country’s 
three major cheese competitions over 
the past year. Little Mountain from Roelli 
Cheese, Shullsburg, Wisconsin, earned 
Best of Show at the American Cheese 
Society Competition last July, and Grand 
Cru Surchoix made by Emmi Roth USA, 
Fitchburg, Wisconsin, won the 2016 World 
Championship Cheese Contest, marking 
the first time a U.S. cheese had taken the 
world title in almost 30 years.

“This winning streak is a testament 
to the tradition, innovation and commit-
ment to excellence that Wisconsin dairy 
farmers and cheesemakers exemplify,” 
says Suzanne Fanning, vice president 
of national product communications for 
the Wisconsin Milk Marketing Board 
(WMMB). “It’s further proof that Wis-
consin not only makes the most cheese 
in the country, but the very best cheese 
as well. This starts with producing the 
finest milk and maintaining the highest 
standards from the farm to the aging caves 
and beyond.”

WMMB is a non-profit organization 
funded entirely by Wisconsin’s dairy 
farm families. The organization’s goal is 
to increase the sale and consumption of 
Wisconsin milk and dairy products.

Its 25 dairy farmer board members 
are elected by their peers for three-year 
terms. WMMB’s farmer-directors have 
direct involvement in planning and moni-
toring the organization’s marketing and 
promotional programs that are conducted 
by a staff of marketing, research and com-
munications professionals.

At the helm of the organization is 
new CEO Chad Vincent, formerly chief 
marketing officer at Sartori Co. He joins 
WMMB after longtime CEO James Robson 
announced his resignation last spring.

Vincent is a seasoned executive with 
experience successfully taking startups, 
turnarounds, family-owned brands and 
Fortune 50 divisions to record levels of 
sales and profitability. He brings to WMMB 
extensive dairy marketing and branding 
experience from his seven years at Sartori 
as well as prior executive positions with 
H.J. Heinz, Miller Brewing Co., Fiskars 
Brands and other consumer products and 

With Vincent at helm, WMMB seeks to spotlight Wisconsin dairy, connect with consumers
beverage companies. He began his new 
position at WMMB in December.

“The board was really impressed with 
his experience, and we are excited to see 
how he will improve upon the fantastic 
work our team has been doing,” says Con-
nie Seefeldt, WMMB board chair who also 
sits on the board of Dairy Management 
Inc. (DMI), which manages the national 
dairy checkoff program.

Seefeldt says she believes Vincent will 
help WMMB enhance its already strong 
promotional work and help strengthen 
partnerships with processors, farmers, 
industry partners and consumers. 

Since joining WMMB in December, 
Vincent says he has been working to 
understand the people, programs and 
audiences involved with the organization, 
including the staff, board, dairy farmers, 
cheese companies, other industry groups 
and consumers. He has met one on one 
with all 58 WMMB team members, and has 
reviewed all departments and programs 
to get a feel for where the organization 
is investing its time and resources and 
seeing the greatest return.

This has included time with board 
members on their farms to build relation-
ships and learn what is most important 
to farmers in their districts, he notes. He 
also has spent time with cheese and dairy 
companies to learn more from “the users 
of WMMB’s services” on how well they 
think programs are working and where 
things may be improved.

One of the key tools WMMB provides 
Wisconsin cheesemakers is the Wiscon-
sin Cheese logo. More than a logo, it is a 
symbol of quality, Vincent says.

“Perception testing shows when 
cheese is identified as ‘Wisconsin cheese,’ 
consumers rate it significantly higher than 
cheese from other states in the attributes 
of ‘tastes good,’ ‘trustworthy,’ ‘whole-
some,’ ‘quality’ and ‘authentic,’” he says. 
“Additional testing showed a 5.9-percent 
increase in sales with items that had the 
logo and the Wisconsin verbiage. That’s 
why it’s important to build the Wisconsin 
story and let all our cheese companies 
benefit from being part of that great story.”

Vincent says one of his missions is to 
make sure Wisconsin cheese companies 
understand all the support WMMB offers 
so they are able to fully leverage it as a 
resource.

 He also wants to engage with orga-
nizations like DMI, the Milk Processor 
Education Board, Wisconsin Cheese 
Makers Association and others to build 
tighter alliances and ensure farmer funds 
are being optimized.

“Close alignment with DMI and ex-
ternal groups can help ensure clear and 
consistent national communications 

and efficient use of funds,” Vincent says. 
“I’m focused on improving integration 
and processes across all departments so 
that we are tightly aligned and focused 
with our programs as we work together 
to reach our objectives.”

He notes that he believes WMMB could 
do a better job of embellishing existing 
programs with stronger internal commu-
nications and a heavy push in emphasis on 
social and influencer consumer marketing. 
He notes working with Fanning, who joined 
WMMB in January, can help to achieve this 
goal with her history of driving consumer 
conversations, building a passionate fan 
base and leveraging that fan base to help 
drive business objectives. Fanning is past 
president of The Word of Mouth Market-
ing Association and has achieved record 
results in sales, public relations, social 
media and consumer/influencer engage-
ment for several global brands, including 
Spectrum Brands and Fiskars. 

Seefeldt reiterates that WMMB would 
like to become more involved in social 
media and technology, with increased 
consumer engagement. She touts DMI’s 
Consumer Confidence initiative as an ex-
ample of successful consumer outreach to 
spread a positive message about Wisconsin 
— and U.S. — dairy products.

“We don’t need to reinvent the wheel,” 
she says, noting WMMB seeks to utilize 
DMI’s tools and connections and bring a 
Wisconsin focus.

Vincent echoes this as part of his 
mission.

“We have great stories to tell, and 
consumers are hungry to understand 
where their food is coming from,” he says. 
“We are so on trend with what is wanted 
today — natural, wholesome, local, clean, 
healthy, pure and farmers; Wisconsin and 
Wisconsin cheese are fertile ground for 
us. We have a huge and passionate fan 

base, so we are going to work hard to 
build a unique and meaningful relation-
ship with them.”

Seefeldt adds that moving forward, 
the WMMB board seeks to refine the or-
ganization’s strategic vision and enhance 
the message about the use of technology 
in the dairy industry.

For the vast majority of people and 
consumers, technology is great, Vincent 
notes.

“Technology is positive. We all can’t 
wait for the latest breakthroughs and 
wonderful products,” he says. “For some 
reason, when it comes to farms and ag-
riculture technology, consumers are not 
connecting the dots.”

While the dairy industry has made 
incredible advances in sustainability, 
environment, planting and harvesting, 
there are small and very vocal groups that 
to date have pushed a negative dialogue, 
he notes.

“It’s very frustrating. Our farmers 
spend their lives doing great and noble 
work, feeding us all so we can do different 
jobs and careers,” he says.

Vincent notes Wisconsin currently 
leads the nation in the number of on-farm 
bio-energy systems with 35 methane di-
gesters installed and more planned. These 
turn manure into renewable bio-energy.

“We hope to be able to tell these 
important stories about everything that 
our dairy farmers are doing for us,” he 
says. “Consumers need to know how hard 
they work to provide wholesome, natural 
products for us. We also need to show the 
benefits of dairy in a diet, and hopefully 
dispel some of the negative myths along 
the way.

“We have a lot of work to do, but 
the vision is starting to come to-
gether, and we are all invigorated 
by the possibilities,” he adds. CMN
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WISCONSIN MILK MISSION — The Wisconsin Milk Marketing Board (WMMB) strives to grow 
demand for Wisconsin cow’s milk by providing programs that enhance the competitiveness of the Wis-
consin dairy industry. In his new role as CEO, Chad Vincent seeks to make even more of an impact on 
the industry by better integrating efforts, connecting with consumers and implementing new initiatives 
to provide a stronger focus and clear mission, as well as enhancing branding to reflect that mission.
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