
As Wisconsin food manufacturers regain 
their footing from the financial collapse 
of 2008, they are discovering social media 
as an important tool for communicating 
with their customers and promoting 
their brand. But they also know that 
social media is not a “silver bullet” that 
can replace the business fundamentals 
that have been proven over time: quality, 
cost control, revenue growth and brand 
recognition.
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Speakers and panelistsThat was the message more than 
130 people heard at the recent Food 
& Beverage Executive Forum held 
in Milwaukee by Grant Thornton in 
cooperation with FaB Milwaukee, 
Milwaukee 7’s new food & beverage 
advisory council.

Serving Wisconsin companies for 
more than 85 years, Grant Thornton 
is one of the state’s few accounting 
firms that can boast both a national 
and international presence, with offices 
in more than 56 cities nationwide and 
100 countries worldwide. “We deliver 
our audit, tax and advisory services to 
dynamic companies in chosen industries, 
including food and beverage,” Jeff 
Robinson, managing partner for Grant 
Thornton’s Milwaukee, Madison and 
Appleton offices, told the attendees. 
“Our competitive advantage is that we 
can provide worldwide resources and 
personalized attention from people who 
really have an instinct for growth.” 
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FaB Milwaukee was launched earlier 
this year after the Milwaukee 7 regional 
economic development collaborative and 
the Milwaukee Economic Development 
Corporation identified food and beverage 
as an important growth segment for 
southeastern Wisconsin. The cluster 
includes growers, manufacturers, bakers, 
brewers, bottlers, educators, scientists, 
farmers, distributors, grocers and 
restaurateurs.

“Our two-fold mission is to make 
the Milwaukee Region an easy place to 
grow a food or beverage business and an 
exciting place to pursue a food-industry 
career,” says Cathy Henry, president 
of Sysco Eastern Wisconsin, Jackson, 
one of FaB’s three co-chairs. The other 
co-chairs are Giacomo “Jack” Fallucca, 
president and CEO of Palermo Villa, Inc., 
Milwaukee, and Eric Olesen, president 
and co-owner of O&H Danish Bakery, 
Racine.

Social Media: Magic Bullet or Myth?
The primary theme of this year’s Food & 
Beverage Executive Forum was the use 
of social media in the food industry. All 
of the speakers participating in the forum 
indicated it has played an important role 
in their company’s marketing efforts.

“I can attest that social media can 
help you jump start your brand and 
spread your message,” says Chad Pawlak, 

president of Grass Point Farms, based  
in Thorp, WI, which markets a grass-fed 
line of milk, butter and cheese products. 
“It has helped us and other small 
companies level the playing field.” 

Pawlak started Grass Point Farms 
in 2006. Initially, he intended to market 
organic dairy products but as he toured 
Wisconsin looking for organic dairy 
farms, he stumbled across a group of 
“grazers,” dairy farmers committed to 
feeding their dairy cows more grass than 
grain by using a pasture-management 
methodology known as Managed 
Intensive Rotational Grazing (MIRG).  

“My intent was to convince them to 
go organic,” he says. “They convinced me 
that what they were doing was important 
enough to deserve its own brand.” Grass-
fed dairy is rich in Omega-3 fatty acids, 
Vitamin D and conjugated linoleic acid 
(CLA), which has been shown to inhibit 
cancer. In addition, dairy farmers who 
supply Grass Point don’t use antibiotics 
or growth hormones. 

Discovering the Power of Facebook 
Just as he found grazers while looking 
for something else, Pawlak learned about 
the power of social media in a rather 
fortuitous way. Two years ago, his then 
10-year-old son presented him with a 
PowerPoint presentation and an offer  
to launch the company’s social media 
efforts with a six-month, $150 contract. 

“That’s how we started on Facebook,” 
Pawlak says. “And when we went from  
0 to 1,500 fans, I realized it was something 
we should take seriously.” The site, 
which now has more than 14,000 fans, is 
no longer being managed by his son, but 
continues to reap dividends by raising 
the company’s visibility and general 
awareness about the benefits of milk, 
butter and cheese products produced  
by grass-fed cows.    

“Social media has allowed us to engage 
with our fans,” Pawlak says. Its Facebook 
page includes answers to frequently 
asked questions, which has saved the 
company’s staff a tremendous amount of 
time explaining the benefits of grass-fed 
dairy. It has also served as a venting and 
communications platform.

“It’s a sounding board that lets people 
comment on a variety of news topics, 
including animal issues,” Pawlak says. “It 
also provides a forum for compliments 
and complaints. It is good to have people 
standing up for your brand, and when 
there is a question or concern, we are 
there to respond.”

“ Our two-fold mission is to make the Milwaukee Region 
an easy place to grow a food or beverage business and an 
exciting place to pursue a food-industry career.”

   – Cathy Henry, President of Sysco Eastern Wisconsin



3 

Food for Thought

The use of social media is critical 
when targeting younger audiences. “We 
have embraced it to reach a whole new 
demographic of guests,“ says Christine 
Specht, president and chief operating 
officer of Menomonee Falls-based 
Cousins Subs, Inc., one of the best-known 
franchise operations in the Midwest 
with more than 150 stores in six states. 
“It keeps us relevant both to consumers 
and potential investors. It is especially 
important for investors, who need to 
know we are on top of our game with 
younger audiences.” 

A New Approach to Marketing
There is little question that social media 
has transformed marketing. “When I first 
got out of college, marketing focused on 
price, product, place and promotion,” 
says Sima Dahl, president of Parlay 
Communications, the forum’s keynote 
speaker. “I told you the price, I told you 
about the product, I told you where you 
could get it, and I told you why you 
wanted it.” 

Dahl says that changed when 
Facebook, Twitter and a legion of other 
social media tools arrived. With the 
advent of “like” buttons, hash tags and 
wall postings, everyone on the Internet 
became a marketer.

“People began talking about our 
brands when we were not even in the 
room,” Dahl says. “They can blog, 
podcast and yelp about our brands and we 
may not even know that it is happening.”

Today, Dahl says, there are more than 
65,000 brand conversations on Facebook 
alone. And it is not just the very young. 
She says that half of the population now 
uses social media and the fastest-growing 
segment is 30 years and older. Dahl says 
that has forced marketers to shift their 
strategic focus from “brand control” to 
“brand influence.” 

The Four Ps – price, product, place 
and promotion – have been replaced 
by the Four Cs: communities, content, 
conversation and conversion. Companies 
define conversion differently. For some 
companies, conversion means closing a 
sale; for others, it’s finding acquisition 
targets or talent. But because your 
communities, content and conversation 
are driven by your conversion objectives, 
Dahl says it is important that they be 
clearly defined.

Social media can be very effective 
in driving retail traffic, strengthening 
customer loyalty, sourcing vendors, 
discovering target prospects and lowering 
the cost of talent acquisition; however, it 
is not a magic wand. “Social media is not  
a superhero,” Dahl says. “If you have 
poor marketing, social networking will 
not fix it.”

Does Your Existing Marketing Program 
Work?
Dahl recommends that before delving into 
social media, companies should evaluate 
their current marketing program by 
asking the following questions: 
•	 Does	your	current	marketing	strategy	

generate enough of the right kind of 
leads?

•	 Are	your	sales	strategies	effective	at	
closing sales?

•	 Do	you	know	your	current	return	 
on marketing investment?

•	 Do	you	know	your	target	
demographic? 

•	 Do	you	know	where	your	sales	 
come from? 

“ Social media is not a superhero. If you have poor 
marketing, social networking will not fix it.”

   – Simah Dahl, President of Parlay Communications

Dahl says it is also important to 
critically evaluate your website and 
Facebook page to make sure they are 
search-engine friendly, user-friendly  
and frequently updated. “If I hit your  
site, will I know right away what you do 
and what makes you unique?” she asks.

Websites and Facebook pages 
should be “Googlicious,” which Dahl 
defines as “very visible” to Google’s 
search algorithms so that they will be 
among the top responses when the 
Google search engine is used. One way 
to accomplish this is to blog, which can 
drive up website traffic by as much as 55 
percent. “Companies that blog have more 
than four times as many index pages as 
companies that don’t,” Dahl says.

Dahl notes that websites and the 
LinkedIn social media network are 
especially important for business-to-
business marketing. “Up to 60 percent of 
a business-to-business sale occurs before 
your phone rings, because more and more 
people are doing their homework and 
vetting online,” Dahl says. “And don’t 
ignore LinkedIn. It is the most important 
channel for business-to-business and 
drives the most referrals to business-to-
business sites.”

Developing a Strategic Approach for 
Social Media
It’s also important for companies 
to realize that effective social media 
comes with its own set of challenges. 
Maintaining a social media conversation 
is no easy feat and takes some thoughtful 
risk. It also takes time and money. “The 
cost of content creation is very high and 
should not be underestimated,” Dahl says. 
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It is also important to monitor other 
sites and stay abreast of emerging social 
media tools and techniques. “Practice 
continuous learning,” Dahl says. 
“Watch and learn from others inside and 
outside your industry and measure your 
conversion rate to make sure you are 
tracking against goals.” 

Ultimately, Dahl says, the most 
important thing is to take the plunge 
into the social media pool and then keep 
swimming. “Remember that success is 
reserved for those that do,” she says. 
“Find and engage your communities  
and create, create and create content.”

Reasons for Optimism in the Food  
& Beverage Industry
The traction gained through social media 
efforts is just one of the reasons Wisconsin 
food and beverage manufacturers are 
optimistic about the future. 

Joe Toonen, Grant Thornton’s 
Wisconsin practice leader for the 
food & beverage industry group who 
moderated the panel discussion, noted 
that 63 percent of respondents to a 2012 
survey conducted by Grant Thornton 
in collaboration with Food Processing 
magazine said they were optimistic about 
the economy. Panelists participating in the 
forum’s roundtable discussion agreed. 

“We are bullish on the remainder of 
2012 and going into 2013,” says Fallucca. 
“There is a lot of runway ahead of us in 
terms of new products and customers.”

The past few years have been 
especially challenging for Patrick Cudahy, 
LLC, which not only saw a drop off in 
sales due to the recession, but experienced 
a devastating fire that severely damaged 
its Cudahy facility. For the first time this 
year, the company feels it has turned the 
corner. 

“In the fiscal year just ended, our 
volume is up 6 percent and we are closing 
in on $500 million in revenue, which is 
where we were at just before the fire two 
years ago,” says William Otis, president 
and chief operating officer of the 
company, which will celebrate its 125th 
anniversary in 2013. “The restaurant 
business continues to pick up and 2012 
looks to be a real promising year.”

Al Thomsen, president of Schoep’s Ice 
Cream, a Madison-based manufacturer of 
frozen yogurt, frozen custard, ice cream, 
sherbet and novelties, is also optimistic. 

“The last few years have been tough, 
but business has been pretty good this 
spring and we feel good about 2012,” 
he says. “We have lower-than-normal 
operating costs, which we believe will 
remain steady, and we are starting up a 
few new product lines.”

She recommends several strategic  
steps for launching an effective social 
media campaign. The first step is to 
identify your target customers, find 
out where they are congregating, and 
determine what they are talking about. 
“You have to tune in to their online 
chatter,” she says.

The next step is to contribute to the 
social stream. “Select the appropriate 
channel based on your comfort zone  
and your brand,” she says. 

Creating and maintaining content 
is the biggest challenge companies face. 
They should continually assess their 
content to make sure it is engaging and 
relevant. They must also look for ways to 
re-use, repurpose and recycle content to 
control costs. It is also important that the 
content reflect the company’s personality. 
“Be creative and let your personality shine 
through,” Dahl says. 

Many companies engage their fans by 
promoting fun activities. “If you want to 
see what happens to your packaging after 
your product is consumed, run a photo 
contest,” Pawlak says. His company 
did and the winner was the picture of a 
3-year-old sitting on an 8-foot throne 
made from empty milk containers. 

Milwaukee-based Palermo Villa 
Inc., a frozen pizza manufacturer that 
sells its branded and custom products 
throughout the United States and Canada, 
used its website to develop La Famiglia, 
a network of 100,000 fans that Palermo 
uses to develop customer loyalty and get 
feedback on potential products. 

“When we need help with taste  
testing or a new product, we can call in 
our family to help out,” Fallucca says.  

Social media also requires continuous 
monitoring. Fan questions and concerns 
should be answered quickly and 
transparently. “One of the worst things 
you can do is have a website or Facebook 
page and be non-responsive to the people 
that go there,” Specht says.
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Focusing on Costs
While the panelists welcome the 
increasing demand for their products, 
they also know the key to their 
profitability is a continued laser-like  
focus on their expenses.

“We all have issues with costs, 
which are very difficult to pass on to 
customers,” says Otis. “We view our 
people as the number-one way to control 
costs and manage efficiencies within our 
facilities. That’s why we have a major 
cost-reduction initiative every year that 
involves all management employees. 
Every person has a project. They have 
to come up with at least one idea to save 
money.”

As the head of a third-generation 
family company started in the back of a 
grocery store, Thomsen is committed to 
the concept that focusing on the lowest 
possible costs gives you the greatest 
potential for long-term gain. “While 
a lot of people talk about pennies and 
dollars, we spend a great deal of time 
talking about mils,” says Thomsen. “My 
uncle and father were huge believers in 
identifying all of the mils because mils  
add up to pennies and the pennies add  
up to dollars.”   

Thomsen says his company also 
works to ensure its cost-saving culture is 
passed down from employee to employee. 
“We spend a lot of time having senior 
employees spend time with not-so-senior 
employees to bring them up to speed on 
how we do things so we can continue to 
realize savings.” 

With the economy slowly regaining its 
footing, Toonen asked panelists what they 
were doing to prepare for the future. 

“Two years ago we invested in 
developing new processes unique to our 
industry,” Thomsen says. “We are just 
now proving our first run of doing things 
this way. It is where we see ourselves 
spending time and money and it is also 
where we expect to reap our greatest 
rewards over the next two years.”

Cousins is implementing a strategic 
plan that will guide them through the 
next several decades. “In the middle of 
last year, we took a serious look at our 
business and how we were going to 
remain competitive going into the next 
40 years,” Specht says. On the franchise 
side, Specht says Cousins is reinvesting 
the franchise fees they receive from new 
markets into gaining brand awareness in 
those markets. On the consumer side, 
Cousins is using social media and other 
tools to develop new products. “We  
will always have ham and cheese, but  
we need to continually find out what is 
new and exciting and will draw people 
in,” Specht says.  

Grass Point is focused on managing 
its growth. “We have grown, as most 
small businesses do, in short bursts of 
excitement, followed by months of agony 
and prayers that go both answered and 
unanswered,” Pawlak says. In addition 
to weighing various financing options, 
he’s looking for effective ways to capture 
consumers’ attention.  

“Our biggest challenge going forward 
is educating people about the difference in 
dairy,” Pawlak says. “The dairy category 
is what I refer to as a sea of white. It’s not 
very sexy, but there’s a story to be told. 
Wine has done it, coffee has done it and 
milk is definitely in line to do it.”

Attracting Employees
Companies need good people in order to 
be successful, and as companies search for 
the best of the best, the process for finding 
and selecting talent has become more 
sophisticated and personal.  

“We feel the best way to attract 
the best employees is to make Palermo 
a great place to work,” says Fallucca. 
The 430-employee company also has 
an extensive recruiting and evaluation 
program that includes all of senior 
management. “If someone is coming into 
our home, we want to spend a lot of time 
with them,” Fallucca says. “We want to 
know about them and show them that we 
care.”

Otis says companies have to sell 
themselves to potential employees as 
much as potential employees have to sell 
themselves to the company. “Fortunately, 
we have found it easy to recruit people,” 
Otis says. “People like Patrick Cudahy 
and they really like Wisconsin. We also 
show them that they can have a balanced 
life working for us. They can have a 
family and a fulfilling career. That’s 
important.” 

“ We feel the best way to attract the best employees  
is to make Palermo a great place to work.”

   – Giacomo Fallucca, president and CEO of Palermo Villa, Inc
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To learn more about our recent and past forums as well as 
services that Grant Thornton provides to food and beverage 
executives, please visit our website at GrantThornton.com/
foodandbeverage. Please stay tuned for future food and 
beverage industry events.
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Concerns about Government 
Intervention
Government regulation is one of the 
greatest challenges food manufacturers 
continue to face.

“At the national level, something we 
give a lot of thought to is the war on fast 
food,” Specht says. “Healthy items are a 
great idea and I believe it is our corporate 
responsibility to provide a healthy, 
balanced menu, which we do, but I also 
believe you should leave it up to the 
consumer to choose what they want.”

Specht says market forces are a 
more efficient way to promote a shift to 
healthier menus. “With a government 
mandate, there are the pressures 
of deadlines and the challenges of 
implementation which are difficult for 
franchises,” she says. “Complying with 
government regulations also costs a lot 
of money, which is challenging in our 
industry where the margins are razor 
thin.”

Patrick Cudahy, for example, is 
responding to consumer demand for 
healthier foods with a new line of no-
nitrate meat products, including salami, 
ham and bacon, and a fuller line of low-
sodium products, that will be launched  
in the near future.

Food and beverage manufacturers 
are also concerned about government 
subsidizes that distort market forces and 
increase their costs. 

“Subsidies for corn and ethanol  
take a huge toll on our competitiveness,” 
Otis says. “They have tripled the costs 
on one of our largest inputs, and because 
it happened almost overnight, it has been 
difficult to manage through.” 

Pawlak agrees. He says that 
agricultural subsidies make it difficult for 
his product to compete with grain-fed 
dairy, which he claims is less healthy, 
less humane and more damaging to the 
environment. He points to New Zealand, 
where the government’s decision to stop 
corn subsidies made grass-fed dairy the 
dominant form of dairy farming there.  

“When the subsidies ended, farmers 
had to figure out a way to be profitable or 
find something else to do,” Pawlak says. 
“Switching to grass-fed dairy reduced 
the cost of production, improved the 
environment, enhanced the pocketbook  
of the farmer and increased the lifecycle  
of the cow.”

Pawlak says a similar approach in the 
United States could reclaim fallow land, 
including many of the abandoned cotton 
fields in southeastern United States. 

“They are considered dead land now,  
but could be brought back to life with 
proper pasture management.” 

“All we want is a level playing field,” 
Pawlak continues. “Taking away the 
subsidies that use tax dollars to make 
unprofitable farming practices profitable 
would be a great thing to do.”  

Food manufacturers are much more 
comfortable with government regulations 
concerning food safety.

“Food safety is our number-one risk 
because of the costs involved,” Fallucca 
says. “We not only welcome all of the 
things the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) imposes, but go well beyond 
what they want.”

Otis agrees. “We treat the USDA 
program as minimum, as the bottom tier 
of where you should go with food safety,” 
he says.

At the conclusion of the discussion, 
Toonen thanked the participants for 
their insights: “These are some very 
recognizable names in Wisconsin. Most 
are long-time companies, one is young. 
They are family firms that that have 
evolved into what they are today and  
it is very exciting to hear what they  
have to say.”

About Grant Thornton
The people in the independent firms of Grant Thornton International Ltd provide personalized attention and the highest quality service to public and private clients in  
more than 100 countries. Grant Thornton LLP is the U.S. member firm of Grant Thornton International Ltd, one of the six global audit, tax and advisory organizations.  
Grant Thornton International Ltd and its member firms are not a worldwide partnership, as each member firm is a separate and distinct legal entity. In the U.S., visit  
Grant Thornton LLP at www.GrantThornton.com.
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Hungry for more?
As thought leaders, we research 
industry issues, participate in industry 
organizations and release focused 
publications to share our knowledge and 
insight—providing critical information 
that can spell the difference between 
success and failure. 

Food & Beverage Industry Snapshot
The Corporate Finance practice of  
Grant Thornton creates a semiannual 
Food & Beverage Industry Snapshot.  
The Corporate Finance team has advised 
on more than 50 food and beverage 
industry M&A transactions over the  
past three years.

The most recent edition contains 
commentary on key factors that affected 
the food and beverage industry in 
2011 and an overview of M&A trends, 
including a summary of industry stock 
market performance. Also featured in 
this publication is an outlook for 2012 
highlighting anticipated developments 
within the industry.

Annual Manufacturing Trends Survey
Grant Thornton is proud to again 
sponsor Food Processing magazine’s 
Manufacturing Trends Survey. The 2012 
survey reveals that optimism remains 
high in spite of rising commodity costs, 
government regulations, and economic 
uncertainty. Industry executives expect 
an increase in plant production and 
M&A activity trends upward as food and 
beverage companies look to supplement 
organic growth with acquisitions 

How can Grant Thornton help?
Grant Thornton’s food and beverage 
practice delivers distinctive service  
and industry best practice to over  
300 companies nationwide.

Grant Thornton professionals receive 
industry-based training and implement 
best practices throughout the value chain. 
We partner with industry publications 
such as Food Processing and are active 
members of Grocery Manufacturers 
Association, the National Association 
of Convenience Stores, National Retail 
Federation, National Association 
of Manufacturers and the National 
Association of Wholesaler-Distributors.

Sampling of services available
Private Wealth Services—Individuals 
and family groups have special tax and 
accounting needs. Whether you are a family 
group or a high net worth individual, our 
wealth planning professionals can guide 
you through the myriad of obstacles to 
financial planning: new and changing tax 
laws, volatile economic conditions and 
business succession issues.

Credits and Incentives—Our state  
and local tax professionals have a proven 
track record in helping companies find 
incentives that may have been overlooked. 
Grant Thornton can examine your 
Company and uncover opportunities  
that may not have been fully utilized.

Mergers and Acquisitions—Our 
transaction advisory professionals  
are located throughout our U.S.  
and international offices. With local 
market presence, we stay in tune with  
our clients’ strategies and individual 
industry dynamics. We work with 
financial and strategic buyers as well  
as sellers to identify opportunities  
and exposures, with the goal of 
maximizing transaction value.

Contact information
If you have ideas or suggestions for  
future topics or events, or if you would 
like to discuss your needs and how  
Grant Thornton can help, please contact:

Jeff Robinson
Wisconsin Office Managing Partner
T 414.277.1530
E Jeff.Robinson@us.gt.com

Joe Toonen
Wisconsin Food & Beverage  
Practice Leader
T 920.968.6720
E Joe.Toonen@us.gt.com

Why Grant Thornton?
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