
WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP
Driving innovation and growth in cheese and dairy

Allison Schuman  
is fourth-generation CEO of 
Schuman Cheese, Fairfield, 
New Jersey

What do you think are the 
most important attributes 
of a leader, and how do 
you use your role to help 

direct, motivate and inspire your 
team and organization?

I believe the most impor-
tant attributes are integrity, 
curiosity, decisiveness and 
the ability to listen. The best 

leaders don’t assume they have all the 
answers. Rather, they create an envi-
ronment where people feel empowered 
to share ideas, challenge assumptions 
and give their teams the clarity and 
confidence to move forward.

At Schuman Cheese, I try to pro-
vide clear direction while giving our 
team the autonomy to determine how 
we get there. We have incredible exper-
tise throughout the organization, and 
some of our best ideas come from the 
people closest to our customers, prod-
ucts and operations. My job is to make 
sure those perspectives are heard and 
that we’re aligned around a common 
vision.

Please comment on 
the significance of 
taking the reins as CEO 
in a multi-generational 

family company? How have 
your previous roles in the  
company prepared you to take 
the lead as CEO?

Becoming CEO of a company 
that has been part of my fam-
ily for four generations is an 
incredible honor and respon-

sibility. Schuman Cheese was founded 
by my great-grandfather, Arthur, in 
1945, so I grew up understanding that 
this business represents much more than 
a company. It represents generations of 
relationships, hard work, craftsmanship 
and values.

At the same time, I don’t see my role 
as simply preserving what has been built. 
It’s about helping shape what comes 
next.

My previous roles gave me the op-
portunity to understand the business 
from different perspectives and see how 
decisions impact our customers, partners 
and employees. That experience has pre-
pared me to look at the company holisti-
cally as CEO.

I’m also fortunate to be part of a 

How do you balance 
authenticity with  
professionalism in your 
leadership style?

For me, the two aren’t mutu-
ally exclusive. The strongest 
leaders are authentic while 
still holding themselves and 

their organizations to a high stan-
dard.

Growing up in a family business, 
with the privilege of a lot of long- 
tenured employees, people have watched 
me grow up and change — as a person 
and as a leader. They’ve seen my success-
es, but also my failures and missteps. The 
best advice I ever got was to remember 
that whether you like it or not, people 
are always watching.

That comes with a lot of responsi-
bility to show up as the best version of 
yourself, while also remembering you 
are human. Being authentic means being 
honest about who you are, communicat-
ing openly and acknowledging when you 
don’t have all the answers. Professional-
ism means doing all of that with respect, 
accountability and a focus on the orga-
nization.

How do you see 
women contributing 
to the dairy industry 
in areas where they 

haven’t been as visible in the 
past? How do you think this 
has changed the industry for 
the better?

Women are showing up 
across every part of the dairy 
industry — in operations, 
manufacturing, finance, tech-

nology, sales, marketing and executive 
leadership. And they’re not just show-
ing up. They’re leading with intention, 
they’re building strong teams and, in 
my experience, they’re relentless about 
execution.

Dairy has always been an industry 
rooted in family businesses and long-
standing traditions, which is one of its 
greatest strengths. But that also means 
the range of voices and perspectives at 
the table has historically been narrow-
er than it should have been. As more 
women step into decision-making roles, 
we’re bringing different lenses to how 
we build brands, how we support our 
teams, how we think about the con-
sumer and how we run our operations. 
That diversity of experience doesn’t just 
make individual companies better — it 
makes the entire industry more resilient 
and more relevant.
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fourth-generation leadership team with 
my brothers, Ian and Keith. We each 
bring different strengths to the business, 
and we’re proud of our history while re-
maining focused on the future.

Thinking of leaders 
and/or role models you 
have worked with in the 
past, what are some 

strategies you have learned 
from them and adopted, and 
what are some things you have 
tried to avoid?

I’ve learned that great leaders 
know when to listen, when 
to challenge and when to 
make the call. The leaders I’ve 

admired most build strong relationships 
and make people feel their contribu-
tions matter, but they also create clarity 
around where the organization is going 
and what is expected.

I’ve also learned the importance of 
staying calm and maintaining perspec-
tive. In any business, there will be chal-
lenges and unexpected changes, and a 
leader’s response can have a significant 
impact on the organization.

Something I try to avoid is leading 
through fear. People should feel com-
fortable raising concern, asking a diffi-
cult question or saying when something 
isn’t working. That’s how you identify 
problems early and ultimately make bet-
ter decisions.

What advice would  
you give to young 
women who are  
hesitant about pursu-

ing leadership roles in  
traditionally male-dominated 
industries?

Don’t wait until you feel com-
pletely ready. If you do, you 
may miss opportunities that 
could help you grow. Confi-

dence doesn’t mean having every answer 
— it means being willing to ask questions, 
take on something unfamiliar and learn 
along the way.

I’d encourage young women to find 
mentors and sponsors, build real relation-
ships and make their ambitions known. 
One of the biggest opportunities is to ad-
vocate for yourself. Many women fall into 
the trap of thinking that if they just put 
their head down and work hard, someone 
will notice and advocate on their behalf. 
That doesn’t always happen. You have to 
be comfortable asking for more, letting 
your ambition be seen and clearly com-
municating where you want to go.
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What is a key industry 
insight you’d share with 
yourself 10 years ago if 
you could?

Make the decision.
Earlier in my career, I put 

a lot of pressure on myself to 
have every answer before mov-

ing forward — to know exactly where 
something was going, to feel completely 
certain before I committed to a direction. 
What I’ve learned is that waiting for per-
fect information usually means missing 
the moment. You don’t have to have all 
the answers. You have to make the best 
decision you can with the information 
you have at the time, own it,and move 
forward.

Not making a decision is still a deci-
sion — it’s just one made by default. 
And in a fast-moving industry, that’s of-
ten the most costly one.

Please share a time 
when you felt your 
insights presented a 
unique solution to a 

challenge at the company — or 
a specific new product launch 
or marketing campaign you 
were involved with?

One of the things I’ve always 
enjoyed about working at 
Schuman Cheese is finding 
new ways to connect our heri-

tage and expertise with how consumers 
are shopping and eating today.

A specif ic example I’m particu-
larly proud of is Cello’s recent brand 
refresh. Cello has decades of heritage 
and craftsmanship behind it, but we 
saw an opportunity to translate those 
strengths in a way that felt more rel-
evant to how consumers are discover-
ing, shopping for and enjoying special-
ty cheese today.

The goal wasn’t to change what 
made Cello special but instead make 
that value more immediately recogniz-
able. We wanted the brand to feel elevat-
ed without feeling exclusive, preserving 
the quality and craftsmanship behind 
the cheese while making the experience 
more approachable and inviting. That 
thinking informed everything from re-
freshed packaging to a new brand voice 
and visual identity.

For me, it reinforced that innovation 
doesn’t always mean reinventing the 
product. Sometimes the bigger oppor-
tunity is understanding what consumers 
value and finding a more relevant way 
to connect them with something excep-
tional that’s already there.             CMN
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