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Making a connection: Tasting rooms and brand loyalty. 

Abstract 

Purpose 

There is growing research on the value of winery tasting rooms/cellar doors as an 

avenue for relationship building with consumers resulting in greater brand loyalty. 

This paper examines the role of tasting rooms in this regard in an Australasian 

context. 

Methodology/approach 

The research was exploratory, designed to explore a full range of visitors’ experiences 

at the winery tasting room, using a modified form of mystery shopping combined with 

focus groups. 

Findings 

Establishing brand loyalty through a winery tasting room experience requires more 

than just good wine or good service quality, rather it results from an experience which 

is personalised and which establishes an emotional connection between the visitor and 

the winery, their product and winery staff. Generally smaller wineries were making 

this emotional connection more effectively than larger wineries. By contrast, staff at 

small and larger wineries alike were making little effort to establish concrete links to 

instil brand loyalty with the wine tourist post-visit by encouraging repeat visitation or 

promoting their mailing lists or even eliciting wine sales. 

Research limitations/implications  

The research focused on a relatively small number of consumers in Australia and New 

Zealand and thus may not be immediately generalisable to other markets. 
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Practical implications  

The research highlights numerous areas for improvement in the organisation of tasting 

room encounters and the training of staff, noticeably with regards to making lasting 

connections with visitors resulting in future brand loyalty; issues which could be 

addressed by winery managers. 

Originality/value of paper 

The paper gives depth to results previously reported by researchers on the role of 

service provision at the tasting room to the overall winery experience, and adds 

perspectives on the effectiveness of efforts to establish brand loyalty and maintain 

post-visit contact with the winery visitor. 

Keywords: wine tourism, tasting room, brand loyalty 

Research paper 
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Making a connection: Tasting rooms and brand loyalty. 

Introduction 

There is general recognition of the benefit of wine tourism for wineries seeking to 

establish brand loyalty with consumers (Hall et al., 2000, Dodd, 2000). Establishing 

brand loyalty with a winery visitor means developing an ongoing relationship or 

connection post-visit. This can be achieved in a number of ways, including the 

encouragement of repeat visitation through special events, establishing wine clubs, or 

reminding the consumer about the winery through newsletters and mail outs regarding 

new wine releases. However the connection between winery and visitor will be most 

successful if it is not only based on ongoing concrete links, but when there is also an 

emotional dimension to this connection. To this end, another means of achieving 

brand loyalty is to ensure that the experience of the winery is so memorable for the 

visitor that they will leave with a lasting emotional attachment to the brand. The 

winery cellar door can be valuable in establishing both of these types of connection, 

however, it is the potential role of a visit in establishing emotional ties that is perhaps 

more critical. It could be argued that the relationship established between the winery, 

their product and the visitor by the time he or she leaves the tasting room will be 

crucial in the success of subsequent efforts to maintain a concrete connection to the 

customer post-visit.  

While the value of relationship building is seen as integral to the success of small 

wineries in particular, there is some uncertainty over how far wineries are 

incorporating this into a tasting room management strategy. Wine tourism researchers 

have explored a range of issues relating to the outcome of winery visitation in 

establishing ongoing relationships and brand loyalty. This has included examining the 
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influence of attending a winery tasting room on post-visit wine purchasing (Mitchell 

and Hall, 2004, Mitchell, 2006, O'Mahony et al., 2006), with the importance of good 

service quality often cited as an important determinant of subsequent customer loyalty 

(Corkingdale and Welsh, 2003, O'Neill and Charters, 2000). To date, however, little 

research has explored the process by which brand loyalty is established during the 

tasting room encounter, or the perceptions and expectations of winery visitors 

regarding this process (O'Neill and Charters, 2006a). 

This paper looks at two broad issues: first, to what extent do tasting room staff in 

Australasian wine regions establish an emotional connection or relationship with their 

visitors which may extend beyond the tasting room, and how can this emotional 

connection be strengthened through the activities of these staff? Second, what is being 

done by staff to reinforce a post-visit connection in a practical way? These issues 

surrounding brand loyalty and relationship building at winery tasting rooms have been 

explored in qualitative research conducted in three locations in New Zealand and 

Australia (Waipara, New Zealand; Swan Valley, Western Australia; Yarra Valley, 

Victoria). 

Literature review 

With the exponential growth in the number of small wineries in Australasia the need 

for a competitive edge in the market place is paramount (Corkingdale and Welsh, 

2003). In light of this, an important goal of wineries that choose to establish visitor 

facilities such as tasting rooms should be to develop an ongoing relationship with 

their visitors in order to establish brand loyalty for, as O’Mahony et al. (2006) argue, 

when one visits a winery ‘there is a powerful opportunity to create not only 

awareness, but also familiarity and affection’ (p.125). According to a report by the 
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Wine Institute (2006) winery visits are amongst the most significant sources of brand 

awareness and wine purchase decisions, due to the connection made by the visitor to a 

winery’s ‘brand story’ (cited in Thach et al., 2007) . 

The need for winery operators to pay attention to developing ongoing customer 

relationships through the tasting room is repeatedly stressed in wine tourism literature 

(Nowak and Newton, 2006, O'Mahony et al., 2006, O'Neill and Charters, 2000, 

Mitchell, 2006, O'Neill et al., 2002). There are many forms that this brand loyalty can 

take, often beginning with a purchase of wine at the tasting room, extending to post-

visit wine purchases, repeat visitation and positive word of mouth promotion.  

In two relatively early tasting room research projects, researchers found that the 

concrete attributes of the wine tourism product, such as buildings, facilities, 

information and signage, were very influential in the overall experience of the winery, 

and the ‘tangibles’ of the wine, namely taste and price, were most important in 

purchase decisions (Dodd, 1995, Morris and King, 1998). While more recent studies 

also acknowledge the importance of ‘tangibles’ such as taste and price as influences 

on consumers’ decisions to buy wine, good service quality is recognised also as a key 

factor in the tourist’s experience at a winery and is seen as a significant determinant 

of onsite purchases (Corkingdale and Welsh, 2003, O'Neill and Charters, 2000, 

O'Neill et al., 2002). For example, contrary to Dodd’s (1995) suggestion that the taste 

and quality of the wine is paramount, O’Neill and his colleagues (O'Neill et al., 2002) 

suggest that tasting room visitors make decisions about buying wine on service 

satisfaction, rather than wine quality.  

Tasting room service quality is central to the affective attachments a visitor develops 

for a particular producer which, by extension, can have an impact on their subsequent 
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brand loyalty (Dodd and Bigotte, 1997, O'Mahony et al., 2005, Mitchell, 2006, 

O'Neill and Charters, 2006b, O'Neill et al., 2002, Bruwer, 2002). Nowak and Newton 

(2006) suggest that ensuring consumers ‘connect’ emotionally with a winery and its 

brand beyond the tasting room involves making the consumer believe that the winery 

cares about them as a person, rather than as just a potential customer. Their research 

found that positive tasting room experiences could result in brand loyalty and 

commitment, with a significant correlation between such experiences and intentions 

to repurchase the wine. This point is supported by Roberts and Sparks (2006) who 

stress the importance of personal interactions with winery staff in creating an overall 

pleasurable and memorable experience of a winery and an ongoing connection with 

the winery. Similarly, Thach et al. (2007) found that one of the most relevant 

measures of positive tasting room experiences was the friendliness of tasting room 

staff and their ability to engage with the consumer, resulting in ‘a special feeling 

about the product, brand and staff’ for the latter (p.17).  

Another measure of brand loyalty beyond the winery is the influence of tasting room 

visitation on post-visit purchasing of a winery’s wines. In this regard Mitchell (2006) 

and O’Mahony et al. (2006) both demonstrate that the tasting room experience and 

associated memories are influential in the post-visit behaviour of consumers, with the 

latter study reporting that a memorable experience was more likely to result in a 

future purchase. Mitchell (2006) found that almost half of his New Zealand 

respondents made at least one other purchase of wine from the winery visited in the 

subsequent six to eight months. In assessing the rationale for these purchases he found 

that while the taste of the wine was the most important motivator for post-visit 

purchases, the service experienced at the winery, and the memory of the winery 
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experience, was an important source of influence for more than a quarter of 

respondents (p.100) . 

Brand loyalty is also reflected in repeat visitation, and tasting room customers are 

encouraged to return by good past experiences (O’Mahony et al. 2006). Dodd (1999) 

states that repeat visitors are particularly valuable for a winery, as they tend to report a 

higher rate of satisfaction with the experience, and have an important role in word of 

mouth promotion, not only telling other people about their positive experiences but 

also bringing friends with them to the winery when they return. Furthermore, these 

repeat visitors tend to spend more on wine, accessory items and souvenirs than first 

time visitors (p.25). Alant and Bruwer (2004) support this claim; in their study buying 

wine was the highest motivation for repeat visits to a winery, whilst first time visitors 

ranked this reason for visiting only fourth. Mitchell and Hall (2004) similarly report 

that repeat visitors to a winery are more likely to make a post-visit purchase off site 

(see also Bruwer, 2002).  

An additional means of achieving ongoing commitment and maintenance of 

relationships after the tasting room encounter is by getting visitors onto databases and 

mailing lists. Mitchell and Hall (2004) stress the opportunities for contact established 

during a tasting room visit to be extended to the reminiscence stage of the travel 

experience through the use of mail order or newsletters. Nowak and Newton (2006) 

highlight the fact that efforts to make the visitor feel special can be extended 

subsequently by emotion marketing through events, phone calls, emails and 

newsletters ‘to give the customer a tremendous sense of belonging and camaraderie’ 

(p.158). Given the increasing use and ease of technological applications such as 

internet and email, small and large wineries have the ability to use mailing lists 

effectively (Sellitto and Martin, 2003, Tetteh and Burn, 2001) and this can reduce 
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marketing costs (Beverland, 2000). Thach et al. (2007) reinforce this sentiment, but 

report that a lack of training in winery tasting rooms is seeing a failure of wineries to 

capitalise on this potential.  

Methodology 

Methodological approach 

Given the exploratory goals of this research a qualitative approach was seen to offer 

the most useful insights into the tasting room experience (Calder, 1977). For this 

reason the researchers developed a modified mystery shopping approach to explore 

the winery experience. Mystery shopping is a form of covert participant observation 

in which researchers assume the role of customers in order to monitor the processes 

and procedures involved in service delivery and get first-hand knowledge of the 

service environment as it unfolds in a natural and uncontrived setting (Grove and 

Fisk, 1992, Wilson, 1998).  

As the goal of the current research was to explore the differences in perceptions and 

expectations of different types of consumers visiting a winery tasting room, the 

researchers took an approach to mystery shopping significantly removed from that 

practiced in the commercial sector, where an important aim is to reduce the impact of 

the shopper’s personal characteristics and subjectivity on the assessment of a service 

encounter (Hudson et al., 2001, Wilson, 1998, Morrison et al., 1997). By contrast in 

this study the researchers sought to explore both the supply side and the demand side 

of the service encounter and thus developed a mystery shopping approach that returns 

the methodology to its qualitative origins, brings a phenomenological emphasis on the 

consumer’s experience, and prioritises the subjective and affective components of the 

visitor experience of the winery tasting room.  



 

10 

Data collection process 

The primary research project in each fieldwork location had two main components; a 

mystery shopping exercise at winery tasting rooms, followed by focus group 

discussions. Before visiting the winery, the participants were briefed to treat the 

exercise as a normal and pleasurable experience and were asked to fill in a 

background questionnaire which outlined their demographic characteristics, their 

knowledge of wine and their previous experiences and motivations for winery 

visitation. Following the briefing, the participants were sent out to wineries in teams 

of six participants, with each team comprised of a pair of each of three generational 

groups; one pair of Baby Boomers, one from Generation X and one from Generation 

Y. The teams, although at the winery at the same time, were sent in a staggered way 

to avoid any appearance of one homogenous group. On leaving the tasting room the 

participants were asked to independently complete a short, open-ended questionnaire 

about their experience, which obtained very general reactions to the visit. As soon as 

they returned to the project headquarters (generally within 30 minutes) they were 

debriefed in a focus group, in which one of the researchers explored the experiences 

of each team member in more detail, having first read their questionnaire responses. 

The focus groups were recorded on audio-tape, and the comments then transcribed for 

later analysis. 

Analysis was carried out by each of the researchers independently evaluating the 

transcripts in depth, assessing key themes and concepts, then discussing their findings 

jointly and reaching a common perspective. These perspectives were developed and 

refined with each separate stage of the data collection process. The conclusions were 

therefore the result of multiple perspectives which refined insights as the discussion 
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proceeded. Thus another type of triangulation was established which added to the 

credibility and trustworthiness of the study (Denzin, 1989). 

Location and sample 

The original study which commenced this research took place in the Swan Valley in 

Western Australia. This site was chosen because its proximity to Perth made it a 

significant destination for international and domestic wine tourists in the state - 

primarily on day trips - and because it featured a range of wineries, including both 

very large ones and small family businesses (Crockett, 1998). It was subsequently 

decided to give the study a broader focus, first by replicating it in another country 

(New Zealand) in a similar region (Waipara Valley, Canterbury). Like the Swan 

Valley, Waipara Valley is located close to a major city (Christchurch), and is 

primarily visited by local residents or tourists on a daytrip or while passing through to 

more well-known destinations (Hanmer Springs, Kaikoura). Finally the project was 

extended to include the Yarra Valley near Melbourne. While this region is perhaps 

more well-known than the other two locations, it maintains some similarities, as it is 

close to a major city, has wineries ranging in size from large to small family 

businesses and the area tends to be the focus of day visits primarily for wine tourism 

rather than other attractions. The wineries where the mystery shopping took place 

were told that a general mystery shopping exercise would be carried out ‘within the 

next month’, and all consented to the exercise on that basis. 

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling and were selected by virtue of 

having visited a winery, having some interest in wine and to reflect the generational 

dimension of the research project noted above. They therefore all had some level of 

involvement with the product (Charters and Pettigrew, 2006). A range of interest was 
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felt desirable, to offer some form of triangulation to the research from the different 

perspectives that would result (Denzin, 1989). An examination of the sample reveals 

that 72% of participants reported consuming wine at least weekly, and a similar 

proportion (74%) had visited at least one winery over the past twelve months. 

However, participants with a very high degree of involvement were avoided, as it was 

felt that their extreme knowledge and experience could skew the findings and may 

intimidate other participants. None of the participants in this research reported their 

wine knowledge as high; 33% reported intermediate wine knowledge and 65% basic 

wine knowledge. In total, 82 research participants have been used in this research to 

date, making 28 winery visits by teams (16 in Australia, 12 in New Zealand). This 

represents 162 individual winery experiences in total. 

Findings 

Making a purchase 

An important way of maintaining a connection or relationship with a winery comes 

from taking away some of the winery’s product, and many would argue that selling 

wine to the winery visitor is the primary goal of most tasting rooms (O'Mahony et al., 

2006, Shaw, 2007). Purchasing wine from the winery means that the visitor has a 

reminder or souvenir of the visit, and a number of participants talked about their 

purchase of wine in these terms. A wine purchased may be consumed shortly after the 

visit or cellared for a number of years. In either situation, bringing out and examining 

the bottle reinforces a connection with the winery and reminds the consumer of the 

brand and the experience. Participants reflected on the importance of remembering the 

winery encounter through the act of drinking the wine: 
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You’d drink that wine, and you’d remember the experience. And if you 

were drinking it with friends you’d say ‘oh I bought this at [X winery] 

I remember we had a great experience’ (Generation Y Female, New 

Zealand). 

Thus, as drinking wine is usually a social act, a bottle of wine purchased from the 

winery can act as a point of conversation with friends as it is consumed, offering the 

potential of important word of mouth promotion. 

The purchase of wine was also seen by many respondents as a potential precursor to 

future purchases post-visit. The tangible elements of the wine sampled at the winery 

were important in this regard – the taste, perceived quality and value for money of the 

wine have frequently been shown to be significant for tasting room purchases 

(Lockshin and Spawton, 2001, Nowak and Newton, 2006). Likewise, in this study 

many people when asked why they purchased wine focused on these tangible factors: 

The wine really sold itself. It was … so well made, such attention to 

detail, so overall there was something special (Generation Y Male, 

New Zealand). 

We normally buy at least one bottle…. The experience… plays a part, 

but it usually depends on the flavour of the wines (Baby Boomer 

Female, New Zealand). 

As is evident in the above quotations, the tangible qualities, while important, are not 

the only elements considered in the purchasing of wine. For some participants the 

delivery of quality service that meets, and exceeds, their expectations makes a 

purchase more likely: 
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It was good explanations which led to us making a purchase, pretty 

much complementing the fact that it was good wine. It was such good 

customer service … that you felt like you were almost obligated to buy 

it (Generation Y Male, Yarra Valley). 

I think that’s important – the service …. When I drink this wine I’ll 

think ‘I had a really good time there’. And that stays in your mind, it’s 

part of the whole experience (Baby Boomer Female, New Zealand). 

In general service quality alone was not enough to ensure a purchase; the respondents 

also had to like the wine. However there were situations where people bought despite 

the wine not being to their taste, or made other purchases in response to good service 

quality. For example one New Zealand participant who had really enjoyed the service 

at a particular winery but not the wine purchased a coffee, describing this as his 

‘contribution’ to the place, as he explained: 

If I had quite liked any of the wines I would have felt more compelled 

to buy a bottle of wine off her than most people I’ve met, just because 

you felt like she was doing her job very well and you kind of owed 

something back for getting the kind of service and tasting (Generation 

X Male, New Zealand). 

Conversely, some respondents decided not to make purchases on the basis of poor 

service quality: 

The wine … was good … but if I’d bought a bottle of wine next time I 

went to drink it I would be reminded of poor service, and not having a 

very good time (Baby Boomer Female, New Zealand). 
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Given the importance of direct sales to a cellar door it is somewhat surprising that the 

respondents in this study frequently reported that there were few openings to purchase 

at some wineries and that staff did not seem interested in selling wine. In very few 

situations was there any ‘hard sell’, but there was often little attempt at soft selling 

either; at some larger wineries there seemed to be no opening to purchase at all. While 

many respondents were not disappointed by this, preferring not to feel pressured to 

buy, they did voice their surprise at the lack of effort made to complete a sale. Thus, 

most people who purchased wine did so of their own initiative. Other participants said 

that they were close to making a purchase and would have done so if staff had 

encouraged a sale; as one young woman explained ‘I would have bought the Riesling 

if she had pushed it, if she had said anything - but she didn’t’ (Generation Y Female, 

New Zealand). 

There was some evidence that attempts to sell wine were more likely to be made at 

the smaller wineries and during the course of these mystery shopping exercises more 

respondents bought wine at smaller wineries than larger ones. This phenomenon was 

the result of a combination of many factors beyond the greater attempts to sell wine 

by staff, however, including the difficulty in purchasing the wines of boutique 

wineries elsewhere, but perhaps most importantly seemed to be a result of the greater 

personal connection made by the visitor with the winery and the rapport established 

between them and the tasting room staff. 

Making a personal connection 

The ability of the winery and its staff to engage the visitor at the tasting room is a 

crucial component in establishing brand loyalty. This ability to ‘connect’ goes beyond 

just good service, rather staff must also enable visitors to have a sense of linkage with 
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the winery; they must convey passion about it and they have to provide a ‘story’, or a 

myth, which can engage the visitor with the place (Thach et al., 2007). In this way 

winery staff can establish in the winery visitor an emotional connection to the brand. 

The importance of this personal connection to the overall winery experience was very 

apparent in the current research project and manifested itself in a number of ways. 

In a number of winery encounters, participants reported a sense of ‘connection’ to the 

tasting room staff, due to the personal and ‘real’ nature of the interaction between the 

themselves and staff members. This was particularly the case at smaller wineries 

where participants were made to feel special, and not on a ‘production line’ or 

‘conveyor belt’ which was the impression participants had of experiences at some 

larger wineries. Participants appreciated situations where staff went out of their way 

to personalise service, to understand their needs and treat them in a way that made 

them, and the experience, seem special:   

I thought it was great in the way he was really reading us, and it felt 

like a customer experience made especially for you (Generation X 

Male, Yarra Valley). 

You really felt like everything was unique to you. Every answer he had 

he was especially doing it for you. It was not just a routine answer for 

everyone (Generation Y Male, Yarra Valley). 

Similarly, participants appreciated situations where it felt like they were involved in a 

genuine conversation, rather than a business transaction: 

They are not talking to you just to get money out of you….she was 

interested in just meeting us … as people, and having that experience 

rather than wanting us to buy (Generation X Female, New Zealand). 
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A connection between staff and customer helped the participants feel ‘connected’ to 

the winery also, particularly in situations where staff were passionate about the 

winery and the wine they were selling. The passion and knowledge many small 

winery staff members demonstrated for their product also added to the sense of a 

genuine interaction, and the following quotation typifies this sense of an ‘authentic’ 

experience:  

She was just very personal in her conversation with you, and she talked 

about the wines affectionately, and where it came from, and the year –

‘we had a good year this year’ –  she had a real involvement in it, and 

it came across that she knew a lot about what she was talking about 

(Generation X Female, New Zealand). 

Although the commitment and passion of staff was mentioned in general, the sense of 

an authentic experience intensified when participants were served by the winemaker 

and/or owner; with the following comment being typical:  

What I like best … is that the person who is actually pouring the wine 

and talking to you about it, makes it. I looked at his hands and they 

were stained, you can always tell a wine maker, the stain never goes 

(Baby Boomer Male, Yarra Valley). 

As stated above, brand loyalty may be achieved through stories which ‘root’ the 

winery to its history, or environment, or production approach, which attracts visitors’ 

attention and wins their sympathy and interest. Again, this is most often achieved by 

winery staff with a personal connection to the place: 

The lady … said it was her husband who actually did the wine making 

and chose what went in [the wines]. So it was interesting … She knew 
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her winemaking from the grass roots up … so I’d go back there and I 

would buy wine to support them …. I’d like to keep their little winery 

going (Baby Boomer Female, Swan Valley). 

For many visitors, uncertain about their ability to evaluate the quality of the wine, 

there have to be other reasons to like the winery; it seems that gaining a sense of 

authenticity about the experience can translate into a sense of authenticity about the 

wine, and therefore to future purchases (Beverland, 2005).  

As the literature review noted, one of the essential ‘ingredients’ of a tasting room 

experience is the ability for it to be memorable (O'Mahony et al., 2006, Nowak and 

Newton, 2006, Thach et al., 2007). As the above discussion has shown, throughout 

the study participants referred to an outstanding and memorable experience as 

encompassing something ‘special’; friendly and engaging staff who treated the visitor 

individually, and who spoke passionately and enthusiastically about their product 

were very important in this regard. Although the majority of experiences viewed as 

‘special’ related to the smaller wineries, it is important to note that the service 

received at larger wineries was often viewed as good quality yet more scripted and 

functional rather than ‘personal’. If a memorable experience bodes well for brand 

loyalty then the tasting rooms of smaller wineries appear to be achieving this more 

successfully than larger wineries.  

Post-visit purchases 

In this study, the analysis of participants’ attitudes towards post-visit purchases is 

based only on their stated intentions rather than actual purchases. It is unclear to what 

extent stated intentions result in future sales, however there is evidence that there is a 
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link; Mitchell (2006) reports a significant relationship between intention to purchase 

and actual purchases post visit in his study. 

Participants in the current project reported that after their winery visit they would be 

more likely to notice that brand or label on the shelves of the bottle shop or on a 

restaurant wine list. This seemed to be the case particularly with younger visitors who 

had less existing knowledge of wine; they reported that they would have more 

confidence in purchasing a wine they had tried before at a winery:  

When I go to the place like a liquor store it’s a real gamble, because I 

don’t know many [wines], so now at least I’ve tasted one before … 

‘Oh I’ve tasted that, I know it’s very drinkable’ so you’re not going to 

buy one which is revolting (Generation Y Female, New Zealand). 

One participant whose experience of a winery was not particularly favourable still felt 

he might purchase that wine after his visit due to establishing some connection to the 

product ‘for no other reason than a mental attachment to the name. I’ve been there and 

it’s tangible now’ (Generation X Male, Yarra Valley). Such feelings in relation to 

post-visit purchasing was representative of many participants’ responses and endorse 

the idea that tasting room experiences are valuable in establishing brand loyalty and 

post-visit purchasing.  

The possibility of a future purchase to some extent reflected whether participants had 

enjoyed the wine but there were cases, particularly with small wineries, where 

participants had not liked the wines personally but would look to purchase them as 

gifts or for dinner parties where their guests had different tastes to their own. This 

seemed particularly to occur with small family-run wineries, where supporting the 

small producer was explicitly stated as a rationale for making a future purchase:  
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I felt like by buying her wines we were supporting like local, good 

people (Generation X Female, New Zealand). 

Following up: The mailing list 

One of the ways in which future purchases of the wine can be made easier for 

consumers, particularly for smaller wineries whose distribution channels may not be 

extensive, is through mail order (Sellitto and Martin, 2003). Websites play an 

important role here, but can be usefully supported by a mailing list whereby visitors 

are kept informed of happenings at the winery, the release of new vintages and special 

offers. As noted in the literature review, the importance of this avenue for relationship 

building is frequently cited, however in reality the extent to which wineries are taking 

advantage of the winery visitor by inviting them to join mailing lists is little studied. 

This research found little effort being made to establish a relationship with the 

customer in this way, which supports the previous findings of Thach et al. (2007). 

While most wineries had mailing lists available – often left lying on the counter – 

generally participants were not made aware of these by the tasting room staff, and 

very few were actually invited to join a mailing list, even when they made purchases 

of wine. In one case, for example, a woman who had purchased a case of wine from a 

small winery was informed during the focus group discussion that there had been a 

mailing list but, despite her sizeable purchase, this had not been made known to her. 

She comments: 

I’m disappointed I didn’t find out that there was a mailing list. That 

was never mentioned. I thought maybe [they would have] a newsletter, 

other places we go to have a newsletter (Baby Boomer Female, New 

Zealand). 
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This participant felt quite strongly the link between a mailing list and an ongoing 

relationship with a particular winery: 

I appreciate being on the mailing list. I’d like to know that there are 

some specials coming up, there’s a new wine they are showing. I think 

part of the … ongoing experience is being part of that (Baby Boomer 

Female, New Zealand). 

Given the importance of mailing lists to wineries, especially smaller ones, the lack of 

attempts to encourage visitors to sign up to mailing lists is surprising.  

Potential of return visits 

A final way in which brand loyalty can be developed by wineries is the repeated 

physical link with the place itself through repeat visitation (Dodd, 1999, Alant and 

Bruwer, 2004). Participants were asked about whether there was any attempt made to 

get them to visit either the winery or the wine region again. Generally there was not, 

although at a couple of wineries’ staff discussed upcoming events, such as festivals or 

concerts, which might draw the participants back. However, this was really only in 

passing and did not appear to be a direct tactic to generate a repeat visit. 

Participants were also asked if they thought they would return to the particular winery 

again, and many of them said they would in the right circumstance. Having said this, 

however, it did seem that participants would be more likely to return to larger 

wineries with family and friends, due to the presence of additional facilities; most 

would return for a restaurant meal rather than for a tasting. Return visits to smaller 

wineries seemed slightly less likely, particularly with younger people, despite 

participants reporting better experiences there on the whole. For those who would 

return to smaller wineries it would be predominantly to taste and buy new products or 
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vintages, or to introduce the winery to friends and family. Reasons for not returning to 

these wineries was a sense of ‘been there, done that’ – once the winery had been 

visited and the wines experienced, some participants felt there was little to be gained 

from a repeat visit, unless for a special event.  

Discussion and conclusion 

As Nowak and Newton note ‘the first visit to the winery is just the beginning of the 

relationship’ (2006 p. 164). Given the nature of tasting room experiences and the 

diminishing ongoing awareness of winery brands and experience (O'Neill and 

Charters, 2006a) the need for establishing ongoing relationships with winery visitors 

appears vital. There is some evidence from this study that a visit to a winery will 

result in greater brand awareness by the consumer, however it appears that much more 

could be done in the area of maintaining brand loyalty after the visit.  

Many wineries, particularly smaller ones, did appear to be establishing at least the 

basis for ongoing relationships with their visitors, through providing an experience 

which left visitors with a sense of a personal and emotional connection with a winery 

and its brand. One participant summed up the importance of this connection nicely: 

They’re in the business of selling you a bottle of wine and they want 

you to buy another bottle of wine because that is where they make 

their money so you need to have some attachment. You go to the 

supermarket and see all these labels. If you’ve got some attachment 

to a particular label, or a particular taste or a particular experience … 

you’ll go back to that label. That’s the attachment, particularly when 

there are so many brands of the same. It’s the point of difference 

isn’t it? (Baby Boomer Male, New Zealand). 
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However, for the most part wineries did not seem to try to establish an ongoing 

concrete connection with visitors in any form, with limited effort made by winery 

staff to capitalise on visitor encounters to form ongoing relationships through wine 

sales, promoting mailing lists or by encouraging repeat visitation. The research 

suggests that these are a weak, or at the very least not a core, part of the encounter nor 

of the strategy of many wineries in the regions studied.  

It appears that generating onsite sales at the tasting room was not necessarily a central 

objective of most winery staff. An absence of soft or hard selling was predominant at 

most wineries, regardless of size, and many staff missed opportunities to sell. In most 

situations the customer drove the sale rather than the tasting room staff. Given that the 

tasting room is a primary means of distribution and sales (Sellitto and Martin 2003; 

Shaw 2007) this raises concerns about the lack of understanding or training that 

winery staff have, reinforcing the observation of Shaw that ‘some cellar doors do not 

create relationships with visitors to elicit sales (2007, p.114). It would seem, therefore 

that the implementation of processes to develop selling skills would be beneficial to 

wineries (Shaw, 2007, Thach et al., 2007). This is not advocating the development of 

a ‘hard sell’ approach at the winery, rather, recognising that in many situations gentle 

encouragement or enthusiastic endorsement of a product by staff may be enough to 

turn an interested and impressed wine taster into a wine purchaser. 

At the vast majority of wineries visited there was little significant effort to establish 

post-visit relationships, even to those who had purchased sizeable amounts of wine. 

There were a number of instances when visitors expressed a real interest in the 

product, the winery and winery region, suggesting a desire for ongoing contact, yet no 

attempt was made to foster this. Few participants were offered the chance to join a 

mailing list, even when it was obvious one was available and only a small number of 



 

24 

visitors, on their own initiative, took documentation on mailing lists, future events and 

winery details.  

As this research has found, establishing brand loyalty through a winery tasting room 

experience requires more than just good wine or good service quality, rather it results 

from an experience which is personalised and which establishes an emotional 

connection between the visitor and the winery, their product and winery staff. 

Generally smaller wineries are making this emotional connection more effectively 

than larger wineries, but neither staff at small or larger wineries are making 

significant efforts to establish concrete links to instil brand loyalty with the wine 

tourist post-visit by encouraging repeat visitation or promoting their mailing lists or 

even eliciting wine sales. 

From a managerial perspective the outcomes of this research indicate that the tasting 

room experience has the potential to be utilised more effectively in enhancing post-

visit purchase and brand loyalty. In particular winery managers need to examine the 

current deficit in developing sales, loyalty programmes and other post-visit 

connections. This is not a new conclusion (see Morris and King 1998) but it seems 

necessary to repeat the need for wineries to not only establish an emotional 

connection with wine tourists at tasting rooms but to follow this up with an ongoing 

relationship if they wish to maximise business viability.  

It is important to note that this research has been based on a relatively small number 

of winery visitors at a limited number of wineries in three wine regions in Australasia. 

Hence the findings from this study may not be generalised to a broader context. It 

may be that other wine regions better manage the art of ‘making a connection’ with 

winery visitors in ways that have yet to be applied in an Australasian context. 
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Therefore, considerable scope exists for this research to be strengthened through the 

application of a similar methodology in other wine regions globally, or for these 

findings to be tested on a larger scale through quantitative methods.  
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