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DAIRY NEWS
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DFO’S MARKETING RESEARCH SHOWS SIGNIFICANT 
INCREASE IN POSITIVE PERCEPTIONS OF DAIRY

By Allison Williams
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

As a result of COVID-19, the food in-
dustry has gone through enormous 
change. Although the dairy industry 

continues to be severely affected by disrup-
tions to the food service sector, there’s a sil-
ver lining in new consumer research findings 
by Dairy Farmers of Ontario’s (DFO) market-
ing division. 

“There’s been a big, positive shift in how On-
tario consumers think about milk and dairy 
products—most notably, more people describe 
milk as nutritious and versatile,” says Auro-
ra Fagan, DFO’s consumer research manag-
er. “Our results are very compelling, showing 
a sustained impact on Ontario consumer sen-
timent. Key perceptions of milk have increased 
significantly this summer, and they’re still at 
that level or higher now.”

Retail sales of fluid milk are on the rise in 
Ontario as well, a happy reversal for the indus-
try. “We have seen continued, moderate in-
creases compared with last year, which has his-
torically been in decline,” Fagan says. 

The marketing division attributes the changes 
in consumer perceptions partly to COVID-19, 
and partly to its campaign pivot plans. 

In partnership with Northstar Research 
Partners, DFO runs a survey tracker to keep 
a pulse on attitudes toward dairy and DFO’s 
marketing campaigns. The tracker consists of 
an ongoing online survey, reported on a quar-
terly basis. 

DFO reaches a representative sample of 
3,000 Canadians, which includes 2,000 On-

tarians and 1,000 from the rest of Canada. The 
respondents are between the ages of 18 and 65 
and have sole or shared responsibility for their 
household’s grocery shopping. 

The benchmark used to compare new con-
sumer data is from February 2019, before 
DFO’s marketing division began its cam-
paigns. DFO’s survey results are used to im-
prove its marketing campaigns and encourage 
more consumers to enjoy dairy. 

SUMMER TRACKER RESULTS
DFO’s latest summer tracker results revealed 
seven per cent more Ontarians think milk is 
nutritious since DFO’s campaigns started. 
“This is an incredible difference,” Fagan says. 
Overall, 50 per cent of Ontarians consider 
milk to be nutritious, which is DFO’s top milk 
perception. 

Fagan says these findings may indicate con-
sumers are thinking about their health and 
immune systems during COVID-19, and are 
reaching for foods with health benefits, such as 
dairy products.

As well, five per cent more Ontarians think 
milk is versatile since DFO’s campaigns start-
ed. “Even further, since April, consumers have 
cited milk’s versatility as a motivation that has 
driven them to purchase more milk than they 
typically would,” she adds. 

These findings suggest consumers now see 
milk in a broader light, inspiring creativity and 
variety in the kitchen. 

The summer tracker also showed more On-
tarians perceived milk to be delicious and safe. 
As well, more people associated the Canadi-
an dairy industry in general with local, healthy 
and community, which Fagan says could indi-

cate a renewed appreciation for local food pro-
duction amidst the pandemic.

AD AWARENESS
The marketing team also tracks consumers’ 
ad awareness: their ability to recall and recog-
nize each ad. “Consumers continue to remem-
ber DFO’s ads well, as they have since the be-
ginning of 2020,” Fagan says. “Ontarians are 
becoming more familiar with our advertising 
voice, with recall and recognition having dou-
bled since the summer of last year.” 

During the onset of COVID-19, DFO’s 
marketing team devised pivot plans for its cam-
paigns to align with consumers’ newfound 
mindsets and lifestyles. One marketing change, 
among others, was to rerun the “What Can’t 
Milk Do?” TV advertisement in April. This ad 
reinforces milk’s versatility.

“The rerun of ‘What Can’t Milk Do?’ in ro-
tation with our equity ads, ‘Hands’ and ‘The 
Letter,’ is part of what we think is driving in-
creases in positive perceptions of dairy,” Fagan 
says. “What Can’t Milk Do?” is on air until 
mid-November.

Currently, milk perceptions keep trending 
upward, along with retail sales. “This could 
demonstrate how our campaigns plant the seeds 
of our key messages, and the COVID environ-
ment accelerates and reinforces their growth—
with both helping to drive renewed relevance 
for dairy,” Fagan says. “We hope to see the 
trend continue in the following months.”
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is Dairy Farmers of Ontario’s communications specialist.


