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How effectively do we communicate about wine?

Abstract

The relationship between wines and the words useéscribe them is a complex one,
and has received little attention from academiaslired in wine marketing. This paper
reports on an exploratory study in Australia whiokiestigated how both consumers and
professionals use words to communicate ideas amng in the context of evaluation,
promotion and sales. The findings suggest thateoipely used and misperceived language
compound issues of evaluating wine. Additionallshile professionals feel confident that
they can communicate with consumers, the latternawee sceptical about the claims that
those in the industry make for wines. The implmag of this are crucial for those involved
in marketing wine who wish both to convey ideaswlibe product and to understand what
consumers have to say about it.

Introduction

There is a growing body of work on the marketingnahe; there is also increasing
physiological and psychological research into theywn which experts and amateurs taste
and drink wine, as well as the language used toritesit (Brochet & Dubourdieu, 2001;
d'Hauteville, 2003; Engen, 1987; Gawel, 1997; Lehr2983; Morrot, Brochet, &
Dubourdieu, 2001; Solomon, 1990). This researthttdsts to the importance of the words
that consumers use to communicate about the difdwever, there has, to date, been little
interaction between the two streams of researdtis gaper aims to bring those two streams
together and, using a qualitative research studgmenes how Australian drinkers use
language to communicate about wine and how effedtiat communication is. Particular
attention is given to the ability or otherwise abfessionals and consumers to maintain an
effective dialogue with each other.

Wine writers and critics have a reputation for gsexcessively flowery language
about wine. One Australian wine writer, Huon Hoogeaotes a colleague who described a
chardonnay as being like ‘deep-fried lucerne patierved with a créme of hazelnut sauce on
a bed of dried paspalum leaves’ (Hooke, 1997 p. 18Yhilst such a description may seem
overblown to some, it is at least comprehensiblehtise who have smelt the foods in
question, and thus is potentially verifiable. @éafer opacity is the following, which quotes
Genevieve Janssens, the chief winemaker of Robendili Wines:

'[The] To Kalon vineyard has very big tannins, thek fermentors sculpt those
tannins. The wines are very lean, very zen' (Allpyw2001 p. 34).

The comment includes simple description (‘big tasi)i an aesthetic metaphor, a human
metaphor, and the philosophical allusion that tiwew are ‘very zen’. Even an experienced
wine taster might baulk at the last comment. Thaegk a little experience may understand
the first two or three suggestions, and a novicg have some idea about what ‘big tannins’
are, but little else. Communication about winedset® be clear if producers and marketers
are to be able to convey to consumers what theyegpact with a product, and if consumers
in turn are to be able to inform wine professioradsut their needs.

There tends to be an assumption in wine markehiagytou select your message and
then just promote the product. There may be, hewean idiosyncratic nature to the
interpretation of words about wine. One drinkes moted that whilst he understands the
descriptor of ‘road tar’, he finds the term ‘weatse mysterious (Crane, 2003); it is possible
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that other consumers would argue for the reversghat they understand both terms or
neither. This issue of understanding is cruciakifimse marketing wine as descriptions of the
way wine tastes are regularly used in press redeaseback labels, at promotional events or
on shelf-talkers. Marketers and professionalsetioee need to be aware of the limits of what
they can communicate.

Context

Thelanguage of wine

The issue of communicating about wine comprisespeants - how do we understand
what others are saying about wine and how do weeyoour judgments in an understandable
language? These two factors are distinct, althouoighrelated, as it is our personal and prior
verbal categorisation of the components of a witnéckv informs our ability to assess the
impact of those components.

It has been suggested that the words used to beseme are regularly misinterpreted
(Lehrer, 1974). Some experiments conducted wittugg of novice and expert wine tasters
have suggested that even though drinkers may @ssatme words, these words can possess
different meanings to different people (Lehrer,497983). Lehrer concluded that, even for
expert tasters, communication is more about sactataction than conveying information.
Talking about wine offers ‘phatic communion’ — spleevhich binds people socially rather
than giving a precise exchange of knowledge (Lelr@r4). Lehrer (1974) noted in passing,
however, that more knowledgeable tasters do use mords. She also pointed out that some
words are very value laden. ‘Dry’ is perceived®a positive descriptor, whereas ‘sweet’ is
often negative. Different tasters will concludattla wine is dry or sweet based not on their
sensory evaluation of it (and irrespective of @sdl of residual sugar) but on their liking or
disliking of it. This perspective has been condrby marketing research (Judica & Perkins,
1992), which explicitly showed that consumers lih& term dry to higher quality.

There are possible criticisms of Lehrer’s work.nfeoresearchers have disagreed with
Lehrer's methodology and therefore with her conolus, at least as far as the language used
by expert tasters is concerned (Lawless, 1984; )128hough Lawless (1984) has noted that
even experts can be idiosyncratic in their use iobwerms. Solomon (1990) concludes that
experts, at least, do understand the terms usatidiy peers and also analyse wines more
precisely.

Suffice it to say that, at the level of performanagne experts were associated
both with more precise discrimination and more @e&wse of language...They
could agree significantly at ranking wines on theehsions of tannin, balance,
and sweetness where novices could only rank thesaior sweetness (Solomon,
1990).

Gawel (1997) assessed the communication skillevofgroups of wine professionals:
oenology students trained formally in sensory eatadun and untrained hospitality and wine
distribution workers. They tasted wines and hadtite descriptions of the wines and match
the wines to descriptions written by the othershe Btudents described the wines more
accurately (and significantly above chance); théso anore consistently matched wines
correctly to descriptions written by others. Thadgo relied more on abstract descriptive
terms (such as balance and length) and less omaterelements of the wines such as tactile
and flavour intensity descriptions. This suggds#s, at least between experts, some common
wine language exists. However, given that contxtiactors (such as colour) also
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substantially influence the words which expertslapp wine (Morrot et al., 2001), it is also
evident that communication about wine is subjechémy external constraints.

How can judgments and descriptions of wine be cpadein an understandable
language? Work on smell recognition suggests thiatam memory for odours is good but the
association with words is low which often resultsan inability to name a recalled smell
(Engen, 1987). There have been specific atteroptsdrcome this split between recognition
and articulation for wine. These include developtmef the ‘aroma wheel’, a result of
Noble’s work on descriptive analysis (Noble et 4987). The aroma wheel attempts to
classify the odours of wine into broad categorgegh as fruity, vegetative or chemical and
within that framework it then provides more speacdharacters, such as blackcurrant or grass.
It is used by wine professionals as a prompt togettion and as a means of improving their
identification of the specific aromatic charactémines.

However, the conclusion that there is a languagewime which is commonly
understood by experts has been challenged receBtlychet (2001; Brochet & Dubourdieu,
2001) claims to have analysed not the lexicon afewexperts but the structure of their
language. He then investigated the co-occurreheeonds (essentially a form of linguistic
cluster analysis), producing between two and fiemmon ‘fields’ for each expert analysed.
He concluded that:

In looking at most of the word fields it is cledrat they mix together visual,
olfactory, taste, trigeminal, hedonistic and id&#di descriptive terms which
cannot all strictly be considered to be part ofastihg vocabulary (Brochet &
Dubourdieu, 2001 p. 190).

The fields therefore mix both ‘*hard’ descriptordtwinore general terms (it can be noted that
trigeminal in this sense relates to a tactile semsa Thus one taster who was analysed, the
well-known American critic Robert Parker, had tersisch as great, elegance and ‘no
filtration’ in the same field. This intermixed trevaluative, the descriptive (‘elegant’) and
production methods (Brochet, 2001). Even thoughafion is not a tasting term ‘it seems
that knowledge of [this] element influences repn¢atton’ (Brochet & Dubourdieu, 2001 p.
8). Thus, Brochet concludes, each taster usestigiosyncratically - there is little crossover
between tasters. Only the terms 'dark’' and 'blackot’ were used by three of the five tasters
scrutinised. What appears to be an objective ytinal process may in fact be a prototypical
one that is based on comparison with other winéiserathan analysis, and on preference
rather than objectivity. This essentially suggeststurn to the original conclusions of Lehrer
(1974) a quarter of a century earlier.

Communication between experts and amateurs

The importance of experts being able to conveysad®ut wine to non-professionals
as part of the marketing and education processbleas acknowledged (Gawel, 1997;
Robichaud & Owens, 2002). By inference one mayckate that the reverse, communication
from consumer to expert, may be important. Thedssf the ability of experts to convey
their evaluations to non-professional wine drinksrene which has been alluded to in some
research (Gawel, 1997; Solomon, 1990) and d’Hallee(2003 p. 11) pertinently asks ‘if
experts cannot efficiently describe the charadiessof wine to ordinary wine consumers,
how useful for the market are the sensory desonptprovided by the leaflets, wine reviews
and catalogues, or written on the label at the dke bottles ?’. Nevertheless, the way
consumers and experts communicate about wine Inely tzeen investigated in detail, with
most studies being carried out within rather thatwleen groups such as novices or experts
(e.g., Lawless, 1984). Solomon, who has considérsdissue of communication between
groups, suggested that:
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Expert and novice wine tasters may even constiinggiistic communities, with
the language of one community not completely t@asle into the language of
the other (Solomon, 1997 p. 41)

Solomon’s research did not directly answer the goesof how well experts communicate
with consumers. Instead he concluded that expesés much more complex methods to
categorise wines than novices, and that they magppeoaching wines conceptually rather
than perceptually. However, even by just havingenmomplex methods of categorisation
one could surmise that the structures underlyiegdhguage of wine might be fundamentally
different. Certainly, as one newspaper report fagyested, consumers do not necessarily
agree with expert descriptions (Stavro, 2001). okding to the report, a judge at the Sydney
Wine Show praised the top red wine as ‘an ultra-Gpbernet-based wine, but more of an
Australian ripe fruit wine, with tastes of blackbejam, liquorice and sweet fruit’. This
prompted the following responses from four conssnodiosen at random and given the wine
to taste: ‘it's too fruity. The mix of flavours & potent you can't tell one from another’; ‘I
can't tell if it's blackberry or any other fruitl; would say it's more woody than fruity’; ‘it's
not very fruity’ (Stavro, 2001 p. 3). From a matikg perspective this view about the failure
to communicate is shared by Lockshin (2002). Hmsats that the fact that professionals are
also themselves high-involvement consumers meaas ttiey unduly influence public
discussion about wine quality. This is at the emggeof low-involvement consumers, who
are, as the majority of wine consumers, much moportant to the industry.

It has been noted that consumers believe that &hel lis important as a cue to
purchase and do read it, claiming that descriptareroma or taste are the most useful aid to
them (Charters, Lockshin, & Unwin, 1999). HowevEharters et al. (1999) suggested that
drinkers (in this case including a number of prefesals) actually found it hard to match a
group of wines tasted blind to the descriptionsegiwn their label. Research has also noted
the particular use made by consumers of wine lai&hsw, Keeghan, & Hall, 1999), and
particularly that information about the style ofrej and about production methods, is
considered to be helpful.

Process

This research stemmed from a study which examied roader issue of the
understanding of wine quality in Australia. Thdudy was exploratory so qualitative
processes were deemed appropriate. The reseadhtws data-collection methods: focus
groups and individual interviews. Focus group ipgrants were provided with four wines to
taste in order to encourage the development of thews about wine. This method also
allowed observation of the varying processes usedvaluate wine, including the way in
which the participants talked about it. The battlgere disguised to avoid participants
making any judgment about the wine based on extrioges. There was a total of 62
participants over 10 focus groups. Additionallydividual or small group interviews were
carried out with a further 43 interviewees, makingtal of 105 informants.

Three reference groups were used for comparativpopas in the study. These
comprised (1) wine producers (representing a rarigeineries across Australia); (2) those
involved in marketing, promoting and selling wiragd (3) consumers. The latter group was
split into three levels of involvement with wine@{, medium and high). This was done to
enable a comparison of approaches to the produosa@ range of levels of interest and
consumption practice. All except one of the winref@ssionals were classified as high-
involvement drinkers. Informants were recruitedaimumber of locations across Australia,
focusing on Sydney, Adelaide and Perth, but alstuding some regional areas.
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Sample size varied from group to group. Whilst équeight was given throughout
the research to the views and feelings of eachaede group, it is clear that the population
size of each group varies substantially. In paldic consumers represent a much larger
percentage of the overall population than eithehefother two groups. Additionally, it was
envisaged that as ‘elite groups’ (Marshall & Rossn89 p. 94), both wine producers and
those involved in distribution would have more wellmed ideas and feelings about the
topic, possibly showing more commonality, and delyaensuring that the issues would be
easier to explore. For these reasons more timesp@st on data collection from consumers
in order to allow for a more comprehensive explorabf their perspectives. Thus there were
60 consumer informants, 22 producers and 23 otleéegsionals.

To attain a level of trustworthiness for the dalbdamed, two forms of triangulation
were employed (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). The fisgas data triangulation. Using three
locations, different reference groups and — withmreference group of the consuming public
— three levels of consumption practice, alloweda@sg analysis of the dependability of the
data collected. Second was methodological triaatgpri. Two methods (focus groups and
interviews) were adopted to obtain the data necgdeathe study. Nevertheless, this study
was exploratory only, and conducted solely in Aalsdar Further research, both expanding the
study within Australia and replicating it overseasould increase the credibility and
transferability of its conclusions.

All focus groups and interviews were recorded odi@ape and the focus groups
were also video recorded. In addition, field notesre kept of each interaction. The
recordings and the field notes were transcribed MSWord. Each transcript was then
imported into NUDeIST for subsequent analysis. silwas done to assist the categorisation of
responses of each reference group and to estataisbspondences or dissonances between
informants’ responses. From the beginning of datkection a process of cross-referencing
data was employed - matching and distinguishingtvmfarmants did and said. This was
done for two reasons. First, to start the proadsanalysis establishing categories of data
(Janesick, 1994). Second, to enhance the congndaia collection by making it focused
more precisely (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This y@misimethod included the creation of
categories and sub-categories of data, called $iodéhe analysis process began with 170
nodes and as it continued further categories wereduced. When analysis was completed
there were 343, 50 of which reflected demograptfiermation.

Findings

Therole of language in the evaluation of wine

Throughout the interviews it was apparent thatriy attempt to evaluate wine quality,
problems of terminology appeared to compound tiigcdities caused by the physiological
process of evaluation. These terminological prnmisleseemed to revolve around two
connected difficulties. One was the situation wehine specific words used were personal to
an individual and therefore hard for anyone elsgriesp. The second was where the words
were in common use — but the interpretation of taned from individual to individual.

As an example of the former the following extracnh a focus group can be noted.
Ellie and George — both low-involvement consumeiae- discussing the third wine which
they had tasted:

Ellie: | smelt sort of broccoli and green stufhat do you smell?
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George: Something like a weak cheese sort of th[Ag if] it has ... been in an
oak barrel or something and they haven't cleanedraperly. Something's
growing in it.
Ellie: Something in a Dr Who special.
George: Yeah.

They have agreed that the wine is unpleasant -thairt language, reflecting the different
aromas that they identify, means that they reacheagent by different means. One smells
green vegetables, the other cheese and dirty barfEhey end up agreeing on an idea less
defined, and entirely abstract, though possiblyar@rocative - the smell of something out of
a television programme. In the event, having thte wine together their lack of linguistic
convergence was unimportant — in fact their iditigisparate comments seemed to reinforce
rather than weaken their distaste for the winds Hossible to extrapolate from this example
to other situations. If they had not both tastezlwine their vague terminology may not have
adequately communicated its poor quality. Thisegpecially true of their concluding
comments.

The notion of ‘smoothness’

Informants used a number of terms to define wiraitju One interesting notion was
smoothness, which was referred to by a numberfofrimants and this is a useful example of
the second terminological problem — where a comgynonsed word has varying
interpretations. Smoothness as a concept is leapihtdown. It seems to have aspects of
flavour — but went beyond that, also having teXtaramouthfeel components. Informants
were regularly asked to discuss smoothness but gaadsolutely common interpretation of
the term.

Smoothness seemed to be most usually defined gbs@nce of certain perceived
negative factors in a wine. On balance ‘smoothness a positive term more associated
with red wines. When used in that context the naoteeulate informants tended to link it
with appropriate levels and fineness of tanningl, perhaps of bitterness. However, on some
occasions white wine was also commended for bemgoth, and in one focus group a
sparkling wine was explicitly praised for this gyl In those cases (and also with some of
the red wines), smoothness seemed to be equatad &bsence of a ‘vinegary’ character
(presumably related to the acid balance of the \w&me possibly to volatile acidity).

‘Smoothness’ as a term was only used by low- andiumeinvolvement informants.
However, it is worth noting the possible relatidnsmoothness to what professional tasters
would call mouth feel — and possibly also balantke varying interpretations of smoothness
(for white or red wine, and relating to tannin,téibhess or acidity) were readily apparent.
Thus it appears to be an evaluative term in gensmiwhich has little common definition or
understanding from drinker to drinker. This is esplly relevant given the marketing
advantage sought by some wine marketers who mabeird of promoting their wine as
‘smooth’.

Communication between professionals

One might expect that this linguistic diversity udhave been more of a problem for
low-involvement consumers, whereas the more highiglved would have the experience
and knowledge to provide linguistic precision. Hwer, as the following extract from a
focus group of wine producers suggests, that isneoessarily true. In this case the second
terminological problem - the varying interpretatiohwords in common use - presents the
problem. The group is discussing the assortedmbioas of wine quality:



3rd International Wine Business Research Conferdvioatpellier, 6-7-8 July 2006
Refereed Paper
Gemma: Concentration, | think, as well complexity...
Hal: I'd say intensity more than concentration.
Maria: I'd call intensity concentration.
Interviewer: How would you distinguish intensitgdaconcentration?

Hal: You can have wines that aren't particuladpaentrated but have amazing
amount of intensity. I'd look at them in differemtays. | would consider
concentration more as volume in terms of conceaptratintensity of fruit, of
florals, of character, which isn't particularly cemtrated. | don't know — it's
hard. They are pretty similar in a way. I'd uberh in a different context, |
guess.

Maria: Concentration almost seems to get sorudish.
Hal: Yes —it’'s like thick and heavy.

Gemma: Maybe that's right. Maybe concentratioransethat they've... The
opposite to concentration is diluted, therefore cemtration is a water [related
issue]. | think that perhaps that's right - intgns there. I'm thinking German
riesling.

Hal: Yeah, in German riesling, | wouldn’t descrilbeas concentrated, | would
describe it as amazingly intense.

Hal objected to Gemma’s use of concentration asnermbsion of quality, preferring the term
intensity. Trying to distinguish them was hardwewer. Concentration, Hal claimed, is
about ‘volume’ (normally a measure of auditory eatthan organoleptic sensation) and about
context — although he did not expand on that poMaria’s criticism of concentration was
almost semiological — that the word has ‘bullisivedones (perhaps excessively weighty,
cumbersome, domineering, or dangerous to chinglowdh she did not clarify why intensity
does not have that connotation. Gemma, tryingttmtio the mood of the group, explored
intensity as a concept though she spoke withouto@aviction. Hal finally seized German
riesling as a wine to prove his point, but stilufa it hard to make his distinction clear.
Concentration and intensity are terms that aregular use by professionals at wine tastings,
but in this extract there seemed to be a lack obmmon understanding about how they
should be applied. Such problems challenge comration on the subject amongst experts
and between experts and non-experts.

Communicating quality

Informants were regularly probed to see whethemairthey understood what others
meant when they discussed wine. In the case ofwbpers they were asked if they
comprehended what professionals were talking aivban they claimed that a wine was of
good quality. A variety of responses was elicited.

The consumer perspective

A regular response among consumers to the engboytadialogue comprehension
was scepticism. The following comes from a grauernview of low-involvement consumers
when asked if they understood what professionanmenen they use the term quality:

lan: Salesmanship - they don't know what the the)'re talking about.

Neil: I'd say they do know for themselves. Toa®n to you ... because they're
trying to sell you something.
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lan was merely cynical — people promoting wine db acctually know what they are talking
about. Neil was marginally less cynical, claimthgt marketers understand what they think
quality is. He remained sceptical, though, whayttny to convey that idea of quality to him.
He seemed to be suggesting that marketers’ unddistais warped by the need to sell wine.
This perspective was widespread, and not merety nelow-involvement consumers.

Others followed a similar line, but distinguishedtween marketing puff and the
knowledge of a producer:
Gerhard (high-involvement): Depends whether itakaters or whether it's the
winemaker. Marketers will use whatever means tbay think of to sell the
product and | don't trust them. Most winemakes @oud enough to tell you
which vintage is good and which one is maybe nagemd. They won't run their
own wine down - but they will not say 'this is thest vintage ever' if it's wrong.

Gerhard accepted that winemakers are generalligistrabout their wine; they are — perhaps
— too intimately involved with its creation to bblato create illusions about it. Maybe, he
would claim, because marketers have less direatemion with shaping the wine they are
more prepared to do whatever it takes to promote it

One comment — made even by those who thoughthbgitdo understand the dialogue
of wine quality — was that it can be too shroudegargon. Thus one informant, when asked
if he understood what was said by those who weymgrto sell him wine, responded
cautiously:

Waldemar (medium-involvement): | think | do. Ispect that - and maybe I'm
too cynical - but | suspect that in many cases lgedp not understand what they
are saying .... For me this is [the] criteria — Jthess jargon [the] more people
understand. In wine a lot of people just hide bétihis jargon.

Waldemar has already expressed some interest i wWite claimed that he reads about it and
he enjoys visiting wineries. His conclusion, ageault of this, is that what is said by
professionals is often learnt by rote, without lgeinlly understood. As a result he considers
that professionals may hide behind the jargon.cdntrast he later praised one particular
cellar-door manager who made an effort to be chead jargon-free when talking with
visitors. This standpoint, condemning jargon, tshdo be held by low- and medium-
involvement consumers rather than the most highiglved.

Whilst scepticism and a dislike of jargon charastt consumers’ concern about the
dialogue surrounding wine, some informants clainied they did, at least in part, understand
professionals when they talked about wine quality. this case quality regularly became
related to production processes rather than toharmytorganoleptically inherent in the wine.
Prior to the following extract David had been asKdie understands professionals who talk
about wine quality:

David (low-involvement): To some extent | do ..h¥¥'s gone into making that
wine. What ... the quality of it [is]. But at tlsame time | can't appreciate why
one wine is going to taste better than anothdrefrocess is going to be the same
... If they said it was smooth, it had complexitydabalance - well that doesn't
mean anything to me. If they said they'd agea ibak, and it came from this
crop, and it was a great crop that year - thersdg ‘Ok there's more quality
involved.’

David could not see how a wine has higher qualigrety because of taste, and he did not
accept the organoleptic dimensions of quality. But yields or good weather for ripening
and vintage are factors which can make the dialogueuality valid for him. Thus
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communicating quality is reduced to communicatingpcpsses and no more. Other
informants shared this general perspective, evémeif did not share David’'s mistrust of the
relationship of quality to taste.

There consequently seems to be a split between smmsumers’ organoleptic
evaluation of wine (taste, smoothness etc.) and thederstanding of the dialogue about
quality — which fixes on production issues. Thuken consumers were asked to consider the
quality of a wine which they tasted they tendedise one set of criteria. However, if they
hear a professional talking about the quality ofviae the consumer engages an entirely
different set of criteria, which may have no pevedi link to the quality they evaluate
organoleptically. This may reflect an uncertaimtytheir own judgments. It may also imply
that they consider that experts use different, g@shmore ‘objective’, production-related
criteria in making their quality judgments.

The professional perspective on dialogue

In general, wine professionals tended to think thay could understand consumers’
dialogue about quality:
Interviewer: ~ When consumers talk about quality imey do you think you
understand what they mean?

Mark (winemaker): Yeah, | do actually.

Mark is a successful winemaker with a large compamje was confident that he could

interpret what the consumer says about how goothe i& and use that to deliver the quality
his customer’s desire. His confident perspectiveioderstanding the dialogue of quality was
also shared by a number of those involved in distion:

Keith (show-judge): Balance is critical for consen:— and the wine must have
flavour for them.

Ernest (importer): Generally | do feel | can ursilend what [consumers] are
getting at ... | don't feel like they're talkingcampletely different language that |
don't understand.

Keith was clear that balance is the pre-eminentityudimension for the consumer (a view
which a few other professionals supported). Thelization is that when the consumer
showed approbation or disapprobation he undergtoecisely why. Ernest was explicit that
he and the consumers of his wine are not talkitdifferent language’. The wines that Ernest
imports tend to be quite expensive, probably gdlyersold to more highly involved
consumers. It may well be the case that theira@steand knowledge allows both parties in a
discussion to interpret what the other says withesalegree of accuracy which would not be
the case with lower involvement drinkers.

Some professionals were a little more cautious tabwir ability to understand the
consumer:
John (distribution manager): | have to say th#tihk | have a good idea. |
wouldn’t like to say ‘yes, | know’.

[later]

John: | think the one thing that is difficult isrfsomeone in the wine trade to
perceive what the punter ... thinks. And | thinkaur opinion gets slightly

distorted, because of us being in the field. Ankiink that one of the things that
is really quite interesting to note is that we owemplicate things. And the

people we are selling it to ... look at wine in areisimple context.

10
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John was hesitant. Initially he suggested thatmiag understand what the consumer says
about wine. Returning to the issue a few minutgerlhe was not so sure. Rather, the
perspective of working all the time with wine (‘bgiin the field’) means that professionals
see wine as being more complex — perhaps invedtingth more importance — than the
consumer. That inevitably clouds perspectives dratws liked by consumers and this
ambiguity undermines his absolute certainty of kiealge. Fewer professionals took this
hesitant approach and more tended to think thgtuhderstood the consumer well.

Discussion and conclusions

The research reported here was exploratory only lanmded to consumers in
Australia, and thus has potentially limited tramabglity. However, within this context the
study found that drinkers face key problems with lBinguage of wine and of tasting. To a
certain extent this stems from the well-establistaed that people categorise tastes by aroma
and flavour, rather than by words (Engen, 1987; leas; 1985). Drinkers, especially those
of lower involvement levels who are less likely have received any wine education, find
precise description less easy than a general di@luaAs a result, they may not use any
words in common and thus develop their own disdeetguage for wine appreciation. Where
terms are generally used — as with smoothness i+ ititerpretation is imprecise. This
imprecision is not limited to low-involvement drieks however. Even wine makers, who
may generally reach agreement about some aspedésofibing wine, may have difficulty in
reaching a clear-cut interpretation of the ideantdénsity. At the same time, based on this
study, many drinkers may object when a specifiglege of wine is developed. They may
see it as jargon, designed to exclude the geneldicpfrom understanding the product. It
also seems to be the case that there is a diffepmatbulary for low- and high-involvement
consumers. The former are less precise in the smbrely use and, crucially, the words they
use are different. No high-involvement informaséd the term smoothness when evaluating
wine and other words appeared to be discrete tguone or the other.

In the case of consumers, the uncertainty aboutldhguage of wine focuses
particularly on the evaluation of quality. Indivlly, or with other consumers, particular (if
idiosyncratic) evaluative terms may be used. Wihay interact with professionals, on the
other hand, they may engage with a completely mffe language which focuses on the
production of the wine rather than the way it tasend if a professional (particularly one
involved in marketing) attempts to deal in abstréerims such as quality they may be
suspicious.

Communication about wine quality is a key issuet id clear that mutual
understanding of the dialogue of wine quality isited, at best. As d’Hauteville has
previously noted (2003) wine professionals neecttmgnise that consumers may find it hard
to understand what they say and they therefore meespend more time listening to the
language of the typical low-involvement wine drinkeCrucially, language seems to be used
by many low-involvement consumers for the purposexpressing an affectively evocative
response which reflects pleasure or displeasutberdahan any precise description of the
structure and aroma of the wine. Describing a véisdeing like ‘something in a Dr. Who
special’ may ultimately convey more than suggestihgt it is ‘herbaceous, ungrapey,
methoxypyrazine-ridden, oxidative and coarse’. hHs been noted by one academic
commentator on wine tasting that technical termbk tta communicate a wine drinker’s
affective response. Thus ‘the metaphoric, ematiusions typically used to describe wines
have their legitimate place, despite their inheisgrecision’ (Jackson, 2002 p. 194). Such
‘imprecision’ may be hard for technically-trainedin@ tasters to acknowledge, but its
importance to the majority of drinkers must be ankiedged. In any event, even
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professionals seem unable to use terms about wingrecisely the same way, making
communication even more fraught.

In this regard it is worth noting that the publiebdte has been dominated in the past
by wine experts (Lockshin, 2002). The languag&xifbooks on tasting focuses on terms like
balance, concentration and complexity — and thesast have often been mirrored in wine
industry publicity. The findings of this study iodte that most Australian consumers (though
not necessarily those who read tasting handboaksjnare likely to understand terms like
good flavour, smoothness, and drinkability. lalso worth noting the suggestion that some
consumers use one framework for the analysis ok wgjnality themselves (focusing on
organoleptic response) but apply another framewfméusing on production related issues)
when interpreting comments made by professionasitagpuality. This highlights a potential
paradox in the way some consumers view the unaetisig. of quality. Wine marketers may
need to readjust the way in which they try to commate about wine in the light of the
imprecision of what is said, the idiosyncratic npi@tation of commonly-used terms and the
scepticism some consumers have about the jargah tosdescribe wine — particularly its
quality.
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