
virtual tidal wave of data is fueling the race 
toward accurately predicting consumer 
preferences and buying behavior. With 

intelligent computer systems now gathering 
information in real time, businesses of all sizes 
are experiencing a sea change in the way they 
and their customers use technology.  

Until very recently, we looked to the past 
and relied on historical data to identify current 

Will analytics take the guesswork out  

of consumer wine-buying behavior? 

Analytics are allowing 
companies such as 
Lot18 to understand 
and predict consumer 
preferences.

trends and to predict consumer behavior. But 
now we’re looking forward. Information tech-
nology has spun us around 180 degrees and 
given us the ability to use data to extrapolate 
and make predictions. With a new generation 
of applications being developed to predict con-
sumer preferences and wine-buying behavior, 
companies of all sizes are clearly pursuing the 
promise of big data.

BY DEBORAH PARKER WONG

Turning Data into Dollars
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“Predication is the nut that everyone is trying to 
crack,” said data scientist Michael J. Tompkins, co-
founder and chief science officer for Houston-based 
startup VineSleuth. For Tompkins, whose typical proj-
ect may involve millions of unknowns, wine has its 
own unique set of challenges. “It’s not as if we have 
the answer yet,” he said. “Every industry is trying 
to use data to predict consumer behavior and guide 
business decisions toward profit.”  

THE POWER OF ANALYTICS

What companies including E. & J. Gallo Winery 
have in common with startups such as Lot18’s Tast-
ing Room and VineSleuth’s Wine4.me is, among 
other things, the ability to use consumers’ experien-
tial data to gauge preferences and make purchase 
recommendations. 

In addition to using point-of-sale information 
and retail data from IRI and Nielsen, Gallo has been 
gathering data across all aspects of its organization 
for more than a decade.  But only with the advent of 
social media has the company made the leap to com-
plex analytics. Gallo uses a social media listening plat-
form to measure comments on Facebook, Twitter and 
its own sites, and tracks that activity against sales.

To gather experiential data, Gallo surveyed cus-
tomers at events and in its tasting rooms in Califor-
nia and Washington state. Surveys ensured the use 
of consistent descriptive terms so that Gallo could 
accurately interpret the feedback, which it then used 
to identify five wine-style clusters: sweet and fruity; 
light body and fruity; medium body and rich flavor; 
medium body and light oak; and full body and robust 
flavor. The company mapped its own and competi-
tors' products to these clusters and then used sales 
and trend data to understand taste preferences and 
emerging trends in different markets.  

+ Every industry is trying to use data to predict 
consumer behavior and guide business decisions 
toward profit.

+ The use of analytics in the wine industry is 
growing.

+ Analytics can be used to identify and predict con-
sumer preferences and make recommendations.

+ Surveys are an effective way of gathering experi-
ential and sensory data.

+ Compiling large amounts of data is pointless if 
winery or online visitors can’t be converted into 
customers.  

AT A GLANCE
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After looking closely at the 
competitive landscape, Gallo 
executives spotted the poten-
tial for a wine that combined 
the first three styles. The 
company then mined its vari-
etal and winemaking data 
to develop a blend that 
would meet its target 
price-point. 

The resulting wine, a 
red blend labeled Apo-
thic, was launched in 
2011, and by 2012 it had 
become one of the coun-
try’s top 10 table wine 
brands in the $8-$10.99 
range, according to Sym-
phony IRI Group data. 
Gallo leveraged the label 

further when it introduced 
a companion white blend in 
2012. Clearly, Gallo’s predic-
tion engine, one powered 
by more than 500 terabytes 

of data (512,000-plus giga-
bytes), is a proprietary 

competitive advantage.

IN PURSUIT OF THE 
SPLURGE

For Larry Lockshin, 
who heads the Ehren-
berg-Bass Institute of 
Marketing Science at 
the University of South 
Austra l ia ,  accurately 
predict ing consumer 
preferences begins with 
understanding what’s 
driving those preferenc-
es.  “It’s my belief that 
consumer preferenc-
es are driven by three 
things: processed food, 
strong flavors, and by 

marketing in its broadest sense or 
branding,” he said.  

L o c k s h i n ,  w h o  c o n d u c t s 
research for consumer package 
goods giants such as Coca-Cola and 
Procter & Gamble, sees firsthand 
that the wine industry has a tenden-
cy to overestimate consumer inter-
est and engagement. In a recent 
study of purchase and repurchase 
behavior by Australian consumers, 
Lockshin and his colleagues looked 
at a typical shopping cart over six 
months of buying behavior. They 
discovered that white wines were 
treated as substitutes for each 
other; behavior that has a lot more 
to do with what’s handy on the 
store shelf than taste preferences.

“Consumers will say that they 
don’t like chardonnay, but when 
they taste it blind, they like it,” 
Lockshin explained. “People notice 
what their brain tells them to notice 
– what other people are drinking, 
what’s on the store shelf and on 
the wine list.”   

Gallo’s Apothic Red wine 
was created based on taste 
preferences described by 
surveyed customers at win-
ery events. 
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Lockshin cites shelf real estate 
as the primary reason sauvignon 
blanc eclipsed chardonnay as Aus-
tralia’s most popular white wine. 
“Riesling has received a lot of 
attention from sommeliers and the 
media, but it has never been able 
to unseat chardonnay,” he said. 
“But when sauvignon blanc started 
gaining more shelf space, sales of 
chardonnay began to slip and now 
sauvignon blanc is the most popular 
white wine in the country.”  

When asked where predictive 
analytics could be used to their best 
advantage, Lockshin replied, “The 
splurge is worth going after. Mil-
lions of people who splurge don’t 
understand their preferences.”  In 
the U.S., millennial wine buyers 
have a track record of splurging 
or trading up when they’re buying 
for special occasions or gifting. As 
a producer or retailer, being able 
to predict preferences and buying 
behavior at this juncture means 

“This category didn’t come out of 
nowhere,” he explained. “Sensory 
research has identified sweet-
prone and bitter-averse segments 
of the population for years. Now 
we finally have more upscale sweet 
wines available and their popularity 
is a function of the market.” (For 
more on the sweet red wine trend, 
see Tim Teichgraeber’s column on 
page 21.)

To better identify and predict con-
sumer preferences, Miller pointed 
to the need for sensory evaluation 
that describes wine and can also 
be used to make recommendations 
based on “linking the sensory attri-
butes of the product to an individual 
user profile.” A handful of compa-
nies are doing just that by replacing 
the binary system of scores with 
more sophisticated multipolar met-
rics based on analytics.

According to Tompkins, the use 
of analytics in the wine industry 
is growing rapidly because con-
sumers are increasingly willing to 
interact with intelligent computer 
systems through real-time plat-
forms such as mobile point of sale. 
“Until very recently, there wasn’t 
much wine buying taking place via 
web and mobile platforms,” he 
said. “With the advent of mobile 
technology, there’s been a rush to 
develop new tools that allow users 
to feed their experiences back to 
us through mobile applications 
and websites.” What’s required 
to make the connection between 
experiential feedback that’s being 
gathered in real time and historical 
data, is an algorithm.  

Algorithms are the driving force 
behind machine learning and 
they’re at the very heart of the web-
sites and applications that are being 
developed to help consumers navi-
gate the fragmented wine market. 
These tools demonstrate a new 
level of intervention and sophisti-
cation in our ability to forecast the 
success of a product or a brand.

WINE CLUB REINVENTED

While the details of Tompkins’ 
work at VineSleuth are under wraps 
due to pending patents, the devel-
opment of the Wine4.me applica-

capturing a higher-value segment 
of the market. 

THE PATH TO PREDICTION

Lockshin’s study is aligned with 
the research of Christian Miller, 
research director for Wine Opin-
ions. “We’re dealing with two 
behaviors,” he said. “What con-
sumers pick off the shelf and what 
the trade puts on the shelf.”  

Miller cited the uptick in the 
consumption of red blends, many 
of which are borderline or overtly 
sweet, as an example. “Here’s a 
trend that some are misreading,” 
he said. “These wines are not like 
‘red moscato’ – many regular con-
sumers of dry reds are buying them, 
and they just don’t think of them 
as sweet. They typically describe 
these wines as smooth, flavorful 
and dramatic, but not sweet.”  

For Miller, the newfound popu-
larity of sweet wines is ironic. 
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tion hinges on the use of expert 
tasters to benchmark sensory attri-
butes as part of an objective meth-
od of characterizing wines. The use 
of human sensory meters is rela-
tively common in the wine indus-
try – from quality assurance testers 
in cork manufacturing to judges at 
wine competitions – but the addi-
tion of sensory data to a model for 
predicting consumer preferences 
has implications well beyond its 
use as a wine-buying application.  

Arach Tchoupani, director of 
engineering at Lot18, has also 
taken an experiential approach to 
quantifying wine recommendations 
for the company’s online wine club, 
Tasting Room. “Wine is a unique 
product; it’s definitely not intui-
tive,” he said. Tchoupani describes 
Tasting Room as the “Netflix of 

Tasting Room lies in its outward 
simplicity. “It’s so fun that it’s hard 
for people to object to the survey or 
feedback process,” Tchoupani said. 

WinePrint profiles include infor-
mation about where to look for 
value, food pairing suggestions 
and how to begin expanding your 
horizons when people are ready to 
explore. Monthly wine club ship-
ments are selected to match the 
consumers’ profiles and tailored 
based on online feedback about 
the wines.  

While Lot18 continues to evolve 
the categorization and personaliza-
tion of its Tasting Room service, 
Tchoupani said the company needs 
more data points to accurately pre-
dict buying behavior. “We’re devel-
oping in that direction,” he said.  
“Beyond the user-centric approach 
there is a winery-centric approach 
as well. We’re definitely looking at 
how this information might be use-
ful to wineries and to the industry.”

For the time being, the analytics 
discussed here that include sensory 
data specific to wine are still propri-
etary, but their potential for use by 
the trade holds considerable prom-
ise. And while analytics are being 
used to benchmark success and to 
gain insight into consumers and the 
industry, compiling large and varied 
amounts of data is a pointless exer-
cise if you can’t convert winery or 
online visitors into actual customers.  

Best practices dictate that data 
and complex analytics like those in 
place at Gallo be used to develop 
activities that will drive loyalty and 
sales. “Through the use of analyt-
ics you can better monetize inter-
action with your product,” said 
VineSleuth’s Tompkins.  While the 
ability to accurately predict the 
future is still in the making, data 
analysis can be used to answer the 
“what-if” questions that determine 
profitability.

Deborah Parker Wong is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine. She earned 
her WSET Diploma in 2009.

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwmmedia.com.

wine.” Like the Internet-based DVD 
rental company, Tasting Room’s 
subscription and feedback model 
allows Lot18 to know its customers 
better over time. 

Tasting Room’s approach to 
mapping consumer preferences 
relies on collecting experiential 
data from consumers through an 
online comparative tasting. For a 
fee of $10, the company ships a set 
of six 50 mL wine samples, which 
consumers taste and rate to create 

their WinePrint, a detailed profile 
that explains the types of wines 
that match their preferences.   

A consumer’s WinePrint is com-
posed of two wine types, one for 
red and one for white, from a group 
of 13 different profiles. With names 
like Big Red, Naturalist and Thrill 
Seeker, the immediate appeal of 

Take the  
challenge.  
We dare you!
details: NorthCoastWineChallenge.com

The Tasting Room online wine club sends participants 50 mL sample bottles of wine, 
then guides them through an online comparative tasting to determine their style 
preferences.   


