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CHEESE 
CORNER

C
onsumers are more health conscious about what 
foods they are purchasing and with cheese con-
sumption always on the rise, supermarket delis are 
stocking larger varieties of natural cheeses that meet 
this demand. This includes raw milk cheeses, which 

are touted for their nutritional benefits or natural profile.
Giulia Angoscini, brand manager, Bertozzi Corp. of America, 

based in Norwalk, CT, says the best way for retailers to com-
pete against the growing trend of online food shopping is to offer 
a whole experience to the consumers. She says introducing raw 
milk cheeses can help delis differentiate themselves.

“Raw milk cheese offer aromas, texture and flavors that are 
generally more multi-dimensional than pasteurized cheeses,” she 
says. “They are also more rooted in the land where they come 
from. All those elements can help the deli areas of the supermar-
ket to create a more unique experience and give personnel the 
opportunity to connect with the consumers and become a point 
of reference for them.”

Joe Baird, cheese buyer at O’Brien’s Market, located in 
Modesto, CA, says that by stocking raw milk cheese, delis can 
draw in new customers who would normally look elsewhere for 
the products.

“Popularity with raw milk cheese is growing with customers 
who are looking for natural products,” he says. “Some also credit 
raw milk cheeses as better for their digestion because of beneficial 
bacteria that survive the production process.”

Carlos Yescas, program director of the Oldways Cheese 
Coalition, a Boston-based international organization made up of 
cheesemakers, retailers and enthusiasts, fights to promote artis-
anal cheeses and traditional cheese-making practices, especially 
production with raw milk.

“Since 2014, we have been celebrating Raw Milk Cheese 
Appreciation Day in the United States and around the world,” he 
says. “In 2017, we had more than 700 events in 14 countries, and 
we are planning a bigger number of celebrations in 2018.”

On April 21, 2018, Yescas notes retailers can join the celebra-
tion to promote raw milk cheeses with discounts, promotions, 
educational tastings and suggesting pairings. Some retailers may 
even go as far as selling only raw milk cheeses for one day.

 “Savvy consumers are looking for options that are more nutri-
tious, but also that have values that they identify with,” he says. 
“In 2015, the OCC conducted a cheese-lovers survey, and we 
found out what respondents were interested in: 90 percent say 
they should be able to select cheeses made with raw milk; 50 per-
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cent prefer raw milk cheese and buy them 
regularly; and 73 percent of consumers 
who prefer raw milk cheeses appreciate 
their probiotic properties.”

Laure Rousseau, marketing manager 
at Promotion Gruyère AOP, located in 
Switzerland, says raw milk cheese is a way 
to “eat the real thing” with no additives 
and an ideal taste.

“To be a good raw milk product, you 
have to have very, very high quality control 
and a milk that is 200 percent perfect,” she 

says. “Therefore, this has a cost and is 
one reason why our product price can be 
quite expensive, but consumers under-
stand it’s worth the difference.”

The American Cheese Society 
(ACS) notes that raw milk cheese, when 
produced and sold under current FDA 
guidelines, can be consumed without 
unnecessary risk. 

The ACS endorses current FDA raw 
milk cheese guidelines for manufacturers, 
including producing cheese in licensed 

facilities that are routinely inspected on the 
local, regional and federal level; produc-
ing cheese under the oversight of licensed 
dairy handlers; and aging cheese for a min-
imum of 60 days before it is sold.

Diverse Demographics
The OCC survey revealed raw milk 

cheeses are popular with women who are 
between 25 and 35, and those 45 and over 
— many of those making purchasing deci-
sions and often, the deciders of the menus 
for their families.

“They are informed consumers, who 
want to support products made by arti-
sans and in sustainable rural communities,” 
says Yescas. “We also found out that peo-
ple who purchase raw milk cheeses do it 
quite often.”

Others who are interested in these 
products are health-conscious consumers 
— those following a local-organic diet or 
people using the Mediterranean diet as a 
guiding principle in buying food; environ-
mentally-conscious consumers who are 

According to the ACS, raw 
milk cheese, when produced 
and sold under current FDA 
guidelines, can be consumed 

without unnecessary risk.
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looking for low-carbon impact products; 
and aspirational consumers, who look for 
artisan cheeses paired with wine, beer or 
ciders to serve as a dessert during celebra-
tory dinners or get-togethers.

Dealing With Misconceptions
The word “raw” can be confusing 

for some customers, which is why Baird 
notes education and sampling of raw milk 
cheeses from deli staff or a cheesemonger 
is the best way for consumers to under-
stand the difference between pasteurized 
and raw milk cheeses.

“Raw milk cheese contains all eight of 
the essential amino acids that we require,” 
he says. “Educating customers about what 
good bacteria is can help them overcome 
the stigma of raw milk cheese.”

The OCC has developed resources to 
help educate consumers, including bro-
chures, counter labels and fact sheets to 
provide information. 

Many cheese counters use these 
resources during Raw Milk Cheese 
Appreciation Day as an effective tool to 
engage more consumers.

“People who already know about 
the benefits of raw milk cheese and may 
be looking for them, feel like there is not 
enough information available to distin-
guish these cheeses,” says Yescas. “This 
is why so many stores and supermarkets 
now put a label on the products to iden-
tify them as made with raw milk, or they 
highlight cheeses made with raw milk at 
the counters.” 

Charles Duque, managing director, 
Americas, for the French Dairy Board, 
says because of the strict FDA limits on 
raw milk imports, consumers can only 
purchase hard pressed cheeses, such as 
Comté or Cantal, Fourme d’Ambert and 
Roquefort from France.

“The FDA needs to recognize that 
there can be raw milk cheeses that 
undergo rigorous safety checks at every 
stage of production, and it can be safe for 
consumption,” he says.

 Marketing Tips
Baird says retailers should be marketing 

these cheeses based on their developed fla-
vor and can even tout nutritional benefits.

Duque adds cheese counters at the 
supermarket deli should be promoting the 
raw milk cheeses’ intestinal flora health 
benefits, texture and flavor.

“Supermarkets that have a strong deli 
presence could see raw milk cheeses as 

an opportunity to educate the consumers 
and gain their trust,” says Bertozzi Corp. 
of America’s Angoscini. “Creating specific 
training for the deli managers and display-
ing educational pieces on raw milk cheeses 
around the deli case could certainly help. 
When creating the education pieces, 
retailers should focus on key points, such 
as the facts that raw milk cheese is safe, 
generally more flavorful than pasteurized 
cheese, unique and a great expression of 
biodiversity and craftsmanship.”

She also says it would pay off to high-
light the connection between the cheese 
and the country/locality of origin and offer 
guidance on how best to authentically use 
the cheese. 

The Right Presentation
“Today’s consumer wants the ‘real’ 

experience eating the cheese just as the 
experience of those who created it,” says 
Angoscini. “If supermarkets could convey 
the overall message that raw milk cheese 
production is a lifestyle, a craftsmanship 
and a cultural heritage that needs to be 
protected, and if, well-regulated, it is com-
pletely safe, we believe it would certainly 

help the consumers to get over the stigma.”
Raw milk cheeses pair well with many 

other raw foods, such as chocolate, fruit 
and nuts. 

Baird says that’s why delis should cre-
ate menus showcasing how to create a 
meal with these items and how to cook 
with them, which would be a great way to 
cross merchandise.

Retailers can take advantage of the 
technology to present traditional “old 
world” recipes and pairings that engage the 
consumers in a more contemporary and 
active way.

“Raw milk cheeses, as other specialty 
items, have been gaining increasing popu-
larity in the last few years, because they 
embody values in contrast with the ster-
ilization and homogenization of mass 
produced food,” says Angoscini. “In the 
United States, the producers of raw 
milk cheese constitute a real movement 
with a history going back more than 20 
years. This is an indication of how raw milk 
cheese is now part of the ‘foodies’ culture. 
It is not a fad, it has strong roots.”

There are benefits for delis adding raw 
milk cheese to the case. DB
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