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Abstract

Purpose — The pioneers of online wine tastings have set a new standard and introduced an innovative tool that
combines various goals: contacting existing and recruiting new customers, entertaining participants and
boosting sales. Within the framework of the study, the authors addressed questions such as the reasons for
offering online wine tasting, profitability and the basic characteristics and future perspectives of this new
interactive online tool.

Design/methodology/approach — A mixed-methods research was conducted using a sequential
exploratory design to analyse online wine tastings during Covid-19 pandemic. First, 40 in-depth interviews
in Germany were conducted and, based on these results, a global online survey was undertaken with 1,423
wineries from more than 40 countries.

Findings — The survey results clearly show the effect of Covid-19 on the growing tendency to employ online
wine tastings. This tool is about more than just providing entertainment for wine lovers in that it also has a
tangible business aspect.

Practical implications — Based on these results, the authors assume that online wine tastings will continue
to be offered after the Covid-19 crisis.

Originality/value — This paper offers a situation analysis of the first 10 months of the Covid-19 pandemic in
the field of online wine tastings worldwide. The authors conducted a quantitative online survey that built on a
qualitative pre-study. Given the fact that no academic paper has been published on the topic, this paper
provides first insights on a global scale.
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has had severe negative worldwide effects, tipping the global
economy into the worst recession since World War II (World Bank, 2020). In many countries,
restaurants were forced to close, airlines were grounded, tourism stopped. Overall, it was
estimated that international tourism would have dropped by 60-80% in 2020 (OECD, 2020).
Almost all countries were facing a significant recession in 2020, often with sharply increased
unemployment rates (BBC, 2020). The cancellation of international wine fairs, vintage
presentations, wine festivals has led to revenue drops in many markets and for various
products, including wine (Saini et al.,, 2020).

As Bruwer (2002) stated, wine tastings and cellar door sales are important economic
factors for wineries; moreover, they are very beneficial for brand loyalty (Bruwer et al., 2013).
Social distancing and other regulations imposed in many countries due to the Covid-19
pandemic have significantly reduced wineries’ ability to deliver these experiences and
generate sales via this channel, especially during the lockdowns. The wine industry’s answer
to these negative effects of the Covid-19 pandemic was online wine tastings (OWTs), and have
become one of the most visible tools used by wineries since the beginning of the crisis. OWT is
a particular form of interactive wine tasting or evaluation. With the help of a pre-ordered wine
tasting package, the participants can experience the event via the Internet using recording
techniques (chat, forums, FAQ, etc.) in sound and vision and participate passively but also
actively (WeinPlus, 2021). Another form of OWTs are tastings combined with annual
meetings, vintage or wine procurement presentations and negotiations in B2B field between
producers and retailers, exporters or importers.

OWTs can help overcome the problems resulting from social distancing rules, as they use
digital platforms that permit video conferencing or live streaming through channels such as
Zoom, Facebook or Instagram. In these OWT's, participants can interact with the winemaker
and taste the same wines at the same time regardless of their location (Der Spiegel, 2020).

Since OWT is a brand-new online tool that has been able to help to overcome losses in the
crisis, the practical importance is of great interest in the wine industry. From the scientific
point of view, we are facing here a research field, which has appeared at the beginning of the
pandemic and revolutionised the traditional way of a wine touristic activity. Given that no
academic paper has been published on the topic so far, this pioneering study provides first
insights for scientific purposes.

Therefore, this paper aims to investigate the spread of OTWs worldwide and shed light on
the motives, goals, and profitability of these newly created virtual events from the wineries’
perspective on a global scale. In addition, as emphasised in several other publications (e.g.
Szolnoki et al., 2018 or Ferraris et al, 2020), a cross-cultural analysis helps to understand
significant differences in the usage of OWTs between seven various countries. Thus, from the
scientific perspective, this paper should contribute to the missing literature on strategies
wineries applied during the lockdown. As part of the practical implications, the results also
help to understand the strengths and weaknesses of OWTs and provide best practice
solutions for the wine industry.

In regard to the paper’s structure, the literature overview builds the theoretical
background of the study. In the next chapter, the methodological approach is described,
followed by the results. The chapter Discussion, including practical implications, limitations
and further research concludes the paper.

2. Literature review

The wine industry, especially in larger production or consumption countries, is of great
economic importance that should not be underestimated. According to Szolnoki’s (2018)
findings, in Germany for example, 12% of the annual wine sales volume is purchased through
cellar doors and wine tastings therein, representing a value share of 22% with a total turnover



of €1.44 billion. As described in the paper by Bresciani et al (2016), the wine sector offers
great opportunities not only for wine makers, but all the relating industry branches such as
bars, restaurants, e-commerce companies etc. According to their findings, wine companies in
Italy have managed to increase their economic performance after the world consumption
crisis in 2007-2008. Santos et al (2021) have already predicted the innovation of the
ecosystem as one of the main drivers in recent times in wine tourism. Thus, the new
generations of wine tourists will be faced with digital and/or hybrid wine events and the
increased usage of digital channels and platforms. This finding shows the importance of
OWTs during and after the crisis in 2020/21.

2.1 Wine tastings and adoption of innovation

In order to understand the economic challenge posed to wineries by the banning of face-to-
face wine tastings, it is necessary to look at the importance of these traditional tools.
Bruwer et al. (2013) describe winery cellar door as the hub of the visitor’s wine tourism
experience “ ... presenting winery owners with the opportunity to provide an authentic
and memorable experience ...”. McMillan (2019) reported that direct-to-consumer sales
represent 65% of an average winery’s revenue in California driven by tasting rooms
and clubs.

To take advantage of the positive impacts offered by cellar doors and the tastings therein,
wineries need to create a positive experience for their visitors. Factors that are important for
memorable and enjoyable wine tasting experiences are winery attributes, themes and
activities, education and novelty (Saayman and van der Merwe, 2015), as well as
knowledgeable staff, the variety of wines available for tasting and the tasting room’s
appearance (Janney, 2012). Furthermore, tasting room experiences should be provided on a
personal level to establish an emotional connection between the visitor, product and winery
staff (Fountain et al, 2008).

Positive experiences at cellar door wine tastings have a significant beneficial influence on
purchase intentions and the value and quantity of the products purchased (Shapiro and
Gomez, 2014; Gill et al., 2007). These positive experiences increase clients’ wine knowledge
and involvement, both of which are factors that correlate strongly with higher wine
consumption (Szolnoki, 2018; Ho and Gallagher, 2005). Underlining the importance of
professional clients visiting wineries is that salespersons with better product knowledge
demonstrate better performance results (Siagian et al., 2020).

Tasting rooms act as a form of experiential marketing for wineries. There is a strong
correlation between enjoyable, memorable cellar door experiences and brand loyalty, the
likelihood of repeat purchases, greater growth in off-premise retail sales and the promotion of
the wine/brand to others (Cuellar ef al.,, 2015; Bruwer et al., 2013; Nowak and Newton, 2006). In
New Zealand, for example, 46% of winery visitors made a post-visit purchase 6-8 months
later, 59% of visitors made a positive word-of-mouth recommendation regarding the wine
and 65% recommended visiting the winery (Mitchell and Hall, 2004). This shows that besides
actual visits and purchases at a winery, many cellar door visitors can become “brand
promoters” and share their positive impressions with potential new clients. This is an
important consideration given that 37% of potential visitors rely on word-of-mouth
recommendations when deciding which winery to visit (Bruwer and Reilly, 2006) and that the
role of friends in influencing wine consumption is becoming more significant (Agnoli ef al,
2013). Smyczek et al (2020) also emphasised the importance of a positive tastig room
experience for the success of direct sales.

Furthermore, in locations other than wineries, wine tasting can positively influence sales.
Scanner data analysed by Lockshin and Knott (2009) showed that sales of wines tasted in
shops increased by 400% on the day of tasting, with no difference between customers
attending a tasting with the intention to purchase and those just stopping by.
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‘While more traffic at the cellar door is beneficial for direct sales (Cuellar and Eyler, 2012),
visitors in small groups tend to spend more money on wine than those in large groups
(Velikova and Dodd, 2009). According to Vrontis et al (2020), culinary tourism that also
includes wine tourism, is a relevant factor, which — when communicated by using online
technology — strengthens the perception and the brand image of the winery. This underlines
the importance of the new technology and new online platform in times of restrictions.

Numbers of studies have already investigated the adoption of new online communication
platforms. Szolnoki et al. (2014), Galati et al. (2018), Szolnoki et al. (2018), as well as Galati et al.
(2019) stated in their studies that wineries around the world underwent in the last decade a
significant change and adopted new online technologies.

2.2 Wine consumer trends in the Covid-19 era

The Covid-19 pandemic has influenced and will continue to change general consumer
behaviour (Fabius et al., 2020), resulting, for example, in a significant increase in social media
usage and online shopping (UNTCAD, 2020). In a study with 886 US consumers, Thach and
Velikova (2020) found that wine consumers partly increased their spending and consumption
and adopted new motivations for wine consumption during the lockdown. US wine
consumers who consume wine at least once a week increased their online wine purchases by
50%. In a recent study from Italy, Alaimo ef al (2020) found that due to the Covid-19
pandemic, a rethinking in consumers’ behaviour happened. Consumers became more open to
using online platforms, even when it comes to purchasing food.

In Germany, online channels have experienced a significant rise in usage amongst wine
consumers, with 21% reporting in June 2020 that they had bought wine online more often
(Wine Intelligence, 2020a). Furthermore, consumers spent more money on wine and
consumed it more frequently on non-food occasions (Wine Intelligence, 2020b) because
gastronomy outlets were closed. By the end of the first quarter of 2020, German wineries
reported a decrease in on-trade sales of 55% and a drop of 35% in exports. Even stronger
adverse effects for the second quarter were forecasted by Wines of Germany (2020). On the
other hand, the gastronomy sector reported a 40.5% decrease in sales in the period from
March to August (Destatis, 2020). Hence, many wineries with a high share of sales through
this channel were severely affected in a negative way.

2.3 Online wine tastings

Due to the very recent appearance of OWTS, no scientific papers have been published on this
subject yet. OWTs have existed for quite some time but were rarely used. One of the first
public OWTs was conducted in 2001 in Germany at Geisenheim University, entitled “Wine
event, Riesling worldwide” (Lonarz, 2001). Fischer (2009) pointed out that OWTs can offer
cost- and time-saving effects due to reduced travel, the benefits of having a direct
communication channel with clients and positive effects on brand awareness thanks to
increased exposure on social media and blogs. Despite these important insights, OWTs did
not become important in terms of being used by a significant number of wineries in any
country, nor did they achieve widespread public awareness in the wine industry.

This changed with the arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting restrictions.
Many companies in different sectors of the wine industry quickly started to offer OWTs for
business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) clients (Harpers, 2020;
Meininger’s Sommelier, 2020). In April 2020, the famous international wine critic James
Suckling (2020) also quickly adopted OWTS, offering “Zoom tastings” with winery owners,
tasting and discussing wines on his website from mid-April 2020 onwards.

As shown by a preliminary study with participating wineries mainly from Spain and Italy,
32% of wineries have developed OWTs as a strategy to compensate for wine tourism losses
(Garibaldi, 2020). German wineries were fortunate that two key national publications, Der



Spiegel and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, pubhshed articles about OWTs in Germany,
followed by frequent positive coverage in various media. Moreover, the platform

“cheerswith.de” was established, offering wineries a free service for OWTs and actively
asking them to participate (Meininger’'s Weinwelt, 2020).

Kirschenmann (2020) reported on different OWT formats. One of these, “personalised
virtual tastings”, has an often-limited number of guests and uses platforms such as Zoom,
Webex or GoToMeeting. Such OWTs offer a more intimate setting with the possibility of
direct interaction. A second format uses “Livestreams”, which are broadcast via, for example,
YouTube Live, Facebook or Instagram Live. They are less scripted and offer an extensive
reach to potential clients. A third option is “happy hours”, when wineries go online and
interact with their clients on an unscripted, casual level, essentially making this format a
virtual get-together with a glass of wine. Such online happy hours were also reported in the
UK (Gilbert, 2020). Urban (2020) and Kirschenmann (2020) looked at practical advice for
OWTs, suggesting that, when preparing and conducting them, particular attention should be
paid to technical issues, advertising and creating interesting tasting packages as well as the
timing and content of the event. OWTs may have a seasonal element as wineries have
reported decreased demand for OWTs during the summer (Krupp, 2020); this seems only
natural following the lockdown situation. Wen and Leung (2021) investigated the effect of
virtual reality (VR) wine tours and found that VR, especially in combination with a wine
tasting, has a higher influence than watching traditional video clips.

Due to the lack of travel possibilities, wineries and other organisations started to use
OWTs for educational purposes, such as staff training or virtual business meetings (Riley,
2020), substituting personal settings. As Carmer ef al. (2020) stated in their study, changing
wine courses of sensory perceptions training form face-to-face to fully online, many
challenges are emerging. However, as the best practice results show, suitable soulutions
coukd be found. Shifting to virtual settings can positively impact companies, not only by
increasing employee job satisfaction due to saving time and increasing work flexibility but
also by saving travel costs and contributing to the reduction of greenhouse emissions
(Abrahamsson Lindeblad, 2012; Anderson and Anderson, 2009).

3. Research methodology
3.1 Objectives
To our knowledge, no comparative study has investigated OWTs on a global scale.
Therefore, this research aims to develop new knowledge about OWTSs, which may help
wineries replicate the positive effects offered by winery/cellar door visits and wine tastings
through their online offerings. The study could also have implications for other challenges
facing cellar door operations, such as wildfires, which have also adversely affected wine
tourism (Veseth, 2017). Besides, the academic contribution, primarily due to the lack of
published results on a global scale, should not be underestimated.

Building on previous literature that analysed the tasting room experience and given the
fact that no scientific publication exists so far in this field, this study addresses the following
research questions:

RQI. How big is the share of wineries offering OWTSs?
RQ2 What are the main reasons a winery offers OWTs?

RQ3. What are the basic characteristics (number of events, length, number of
participants, platform and target groups) of OWTs?

RQ4. How profitable are OWTs?
RQ5. What does the future of OWTs look like?
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These research questions were examined in a cross-national context to understand the
cultural differences between seven various countries. In addition, size-of-the-winery-based
differences were analysed too.

Since there are no preliminary findings on OWTs, mixed methods research was conducted
using a sequential exploratory design. According to Creswell ef al. (2003), this research design
can be undertaken when researchers conduct a primarily quantitative study, but it needs to
begin with initial qualitative data collection in order to identify or narrow the focus of possible
variables. Therefore, first we conducted qualitative in-depth interviews with wineries that
provided first insights into OWTs. These insights were then used to develop a quantitative
online questionnaire. The online survey helped to verify the findings and to analyse
differences within the sub-groups formed.

3.2 Qualitative approach

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews using open questions were conducted between July and
October 2020 with winery owners in Germany. A total of 30 wineries were interviewed using
a question catalogue, which focused on the reasons behind and the objectives, perceived
benefits and challenges, as well as the financial implications, of OWTs. These wineries were
selected from a list provided by the German Wine Institute, which contained 144 wineries
offering OWTs. Another ten wineries that did not host OWTs were also interviewed in order
to discover why they were against virtual tastings.

After their transcription, the interviews were analysed using content analysis. Content
analysis is a technique that organises terms from interview answers into a Systematic
scheme, enabling other researchers to replicate the data extraction. Grouping answers
according to specific characteristics, such as size or wine region, and analysing causal
connections constituted the other part of the content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004). To ensure
the consistency of the research, the interviews were conducted and analysed by the same
native speaker interviewer.

3.3 Quantitative approach

In a second step, a structured online survey was conducted in January and February 2021. We
took the findings of the exploratory qualitative interviews conducted in the first step and
integrated the outcome into the quantitative questionnaire as questions or response
categories.

Using winetourism.com’s database of 10,000 email addresses of producers worldwide, we
collected answers from a total of 1,423 wineries in 42 countries, resulting in a response rate
of 14%.

Considering the results of Friedmann and Amoo’s (1999) study on rating scales, we used
five-point interval scales in the questionnaire to gauge the responses to statements regarding
profitability. For the other questions, simple- or multiple-choice answers were used, and the
responses to the questions about country and region of origin were recorded by applying
open questions.

The data were analysed with SPSS 26.0 (IBM) using mean, frequency and cross-tabulation
analysis. To analyse the differences between the sub-groups formed, we, similarly to Mueller
et al. (2011), used y* with Cramer’s V for cases with more than four cells (Field, 2005).

4. Results and discussion

4.1 Qualitative survey

As already mentioned above, the explorative qualitative survey served the purpose of
collecting first insights into OWTs, which were used for the development of a quantitative



questionnaire. Therefore, in this subchapter, we only list the main topics and the most
important answers mentioned by the interview partners.

One of the most important topics, which almost always came up at the very beginning of
the interviews, was the reason for using OWTs. Winery managers often used terms such as
motivation, goal, aim or motive to describe the main reasons for offering OWTs. The majority
of the interviewees agreed that replacing cancelled events, increasing brand awareness and
strengthening customer loyalty were their most important goals. Besides, new consumer
acquisition and direct sales increases were also mentioned. Wineries that had not hosted
OWTs in the past also mentioned reasons for not using OWTS, such as an insufficient
number of consumers or a lack of interest on the part of the winery.

As a second discussion point during the interviews, interviewees referred to the
profitability of OWTs. Depending on the winery’s goal, it was not always the most important
factor. Some participants reported no monetary benefits, whereas others were able to
generate profits through OWTs.

The interviewees were also asked in detail about the basic characteristics of OWTs. They
knew the exact number of OWTs that had already been hosted, their average length and the
number of visitors. The online platform used for hosting online tastings and the target group
were also mentioned.

Mainly at the end of the interviews, the wineries also touched upon the challenges of
OWTs, of which the most important were as follows: technical issues, the shipping of tasting
sets, finding participants, selecting the right wines and creating additional content. In
addition, participants also shared their future plans in regard to OWTs.

The results of the in-depth interviews provided a good basis for designing a follow-up
quantitative online survey. This questionnaire contained 18 questions grouped into the
following categories: 1) a filter question (when the winery started offering OWTs — before
2020, in 2020, did not offer OWTs); 2) goals to be achieved with OWTs; 3) basic characteristics
of OWTs (total number, length, platform and target group of OTWSs, number of participants
per tasting and technical challenges); 4) profitability; 5) reasons for not hosting OWTs;
6) future activities regarding OWTS; 7) country and region of the winery; and 8) vine-growing
surface area. The questionnaire was initially drafted and piloted in German and then back-
and-forth translated to English. The final version was distributed worldwide in English.

4.2 Quantitative survey

To gain first insights into the structure of wineries that participated in the survey, an
overview of the data set was generated that divided the respondents by country of origin and
the winery size (in hectares). Of the 1,423 participants from 42 different countries, most came
from Germany (345), followed by Italy (334), France (223), Spain (112), Portugal (52), Austria
(50) and the USA (50). The remaining 257 cases came from 35 other countries. In terms of
company size, the data set was well-balanced: 31% of small wineries with up to 10 hectares,
26% with between 11 and 20 hectares, 23% with between 21 and 60 hectares and another
20% of wineries with more than 60 hectares. When comparing the size and country, it was
apparent that Germany and the USA have an above-average share of small wineries, while
the highest shares of larger wineries could be found in Spain and Portugal.

4.2.1 Share of wineries conducting online wine tastings. Around one-third of the wineries
surveyed (36%) introduced OWTs during the Covid-19 pandemic. The share of wineries that
already hosted OWTs before the pandemic was only 3%. In contrast, over 60 % of respondents
did not offer OWTs for various reasons. These results show that OWTs were introduced
because of necessity as a consequence of the pandemic. These results are comparable with the
findings by Loose and Nelgen (2021), who conducted a survey with 1,092 wineries worldwide
and identified that 37% of them reacted to the changes and restrictions with OWTs.
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Table 1.

Wineries that
conducted OWTs or
not by country and the
size of the

winery (n = 1,423)

The cross-cultural patterns differ significantly (Table 1). The wineries in the USA,
Germany and Spain offered most of the OWTs. Italy, Portugal and Austria each provided an
average of around 30% of the OWTs; however, France had a low share (16%) of the OWTs.
When comparing the wineries of different sizes, it becomes obvious that size does matter. The
larger the winery, the more OWTSs have been organised. However, the results of the survey
also show that larger wineries had the highest decreases in terms of winery visitors.

4.2.2 Reasons for offering OWTs. The top reason for offering OWTs was to create
marketing value and increase brand awareness (67%), which was already identified as
playing a key role in previous studies by Gill et al (2007) and Bruwer et al. (2013) when the
tasting room experience was studied. In addition, this result also underlines the findings by
Vrontis et al. (2020). Market value and brand was closely followed by replacing cancelled
events/winery visits (65%) and trying to attract new customers (64%). These factors
correlate strongly with the adoption of innovativeness described by Szolnoki et al (2018) and
Galati et al (2019). Besides, wineries also aimed to strengthen the loyalty of their existing
customers (62%). The importance of the tasting room experience and the development of a
long-term relationship between winery and consumers have already been confirmed by
Fountain et al (2008) and Bruwer and Lesschaeve (2012). Interestingly, increasing direct sales
was the least mentioned reason for offering OWTs (56 %). However, it was still mentioned by
more than half of the respondents, and the difference, when compared to the other reasons,
was less than 12%.

As the results indicate, the reasons for offering OWTs are multifaceted, and all the
response options seem to be quite important. This might be due to the fact that OWTs are an
unknown tool with very short prehistory. This could indicate that respondents were not sure
regarding their expectations and hoped to obtain several advantages from this online
activity. When comparing cross-cultural differences (Table 2), we see that the main reasons
for German winery operators choosing to introduce OWTs were replacing cancelled events
(76%) and acquiring new customers (78%). Customer loyalty (70%) was also frequently
mentioned by German participants.

For Spanish wineries, marketing value and brand awareness (76%) was the most
important reason, while US, German and Portuguese wineries concentrated more on
increasing direct sales. We also recognised significant differences when grouping by size:
small wineries mainly offered OWTs to acquire new customers and to replace cancelled

OTW already before the OTW only during the No Chi- Cramer-
pandemic pandemic OWT square \%
Average 3% 36% 61%
Germany 52% 2% 47% 108,249* 0.246*
Italy 28% 4% 68%
France 16% 3% 81%
Spain 46% 3% 51%
Portugal 33% 0% 67%
Austria 33% 4% 63%
USA 60% 2% 38%
Other 33% 4% 63%
countries
<10 ha 30% 3% 68% 56,993* 0.149*
11-20 ha 33% 3% 65%
21-60 ha 39% 3% 58%
>60 ha 45% 4% 51%

Note(s): * Significant differences between the subgroups, ;{2 = <0.05




Marketing value Replace cancelled

and brand events/winery Acquire new Strengthen Increase

awareness visits customers customer loyalty  direct sales
Average 67% 65% 64% 62% 56%
Germany 59% 76% 78% 70% 64%
Italy 74% 47% 59% 50% 44%
France 58% 67% 58% 49% 47%
Spain 76% 60% 64% 67% 45%
Portugal 59% 65% 47% 53% 65%
Austria 72% 72% 44% 72% 39%
USA 67% 67% 60% 73% 73%
Other 72% 65% 51% 59% 62%
countries
Chi-square 46,748* 86,522 97,936* 89,413* 82,576*
Cramer-V 0.195* 0.247* 0.262* 0.251* 0.241*
<10 ha 58% 59% 68% 59% 56%
11-20 ha 63% 68% 63% 57% 62%
21-60 ha 68% 65% 63% 57% 66%
>60 ha 78% 69% 60% 52% 64%
Chi-square 38,088* 21,469* 6,86 22,534 5,891
Cramer-V 0.164* 0.123* 0.069 0.126* 0.064

Note(s): * Significant differences between the subgroups, y* = p < 0.05
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Table 2.

Reasons for offering
online wine tastings by
country and the size of
the winery (z = 551)

events, whereas larger wineries aimed more towards increasing marketing value and/or
brand awareness (78%).

4.2.3 Basic characteristics of OWTs. The basic characteristics were described using the
number of OWTs conducted in 2020, the average number of participants and length of
the OWTS, the platform used for the tasting and the main target group. Figure 1 summarises
the first four dimensions of the characteristics.

According to the results, more than half of the wineries (54%) hosted up to 5 OWTs, while
35% conducted between 6 and 20 online sessions. Only a tiny part of the participants organised
more than 20 OWTs in the previous year. Of the 54 % wineries with a limited number of OWTs,
several wineries only hosted OWTs once or twice, just to try out this new platform.

The number of participants varied greatly from winery to winery. Around three-quarters
of the OWTs (73%) were held with less than 20 participants. Many OWTs were even hosted
with less than 10 participants (42%). Only 11% of such tastings had more than 40
participants. With respect to the cross-cultural differences, we can state that 24% of the
wineries in Germany organised OWTs with more than 41 participants, whereas the shares of
those in other countries were much lower. Italy (68 %), France (63 %) and Spain (62 %) offered
relatively high proportions of OWTs with less than 11 participants. Regarding the time
frame, two-thirds of all OWTs (67%) lasted between 30 and 90 min, 14% lasted less than
30 min, and the remaining 19% took longer than 90 min. Of course, the length of a wine
tasting depends on a number of factors, e.g. the number of wines tasted, the number of
participants and the structure of the tasting. German wineries held, on average, the longest
OWTs, with 48% of tastings lasting longer than 90 min.

When analysing the platforms used for OWTs, the results show that almost two-thirds of
the surveyed wineries (62%) chose Zoom for conducting their OWTs (Figure 1). Other
platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram or Facebook, but also Skype, played a rather
subordinate role (each less than 10%).

The country-specific results show that in Germany, a quarter of wineries used YouTube;
in the USA, a quarter of wineries used Facebook; and in Spain, 22% used Instagram for their
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OWTs, breaking the overall hegemony of Zoom. However, Zoom is by far the most used
platform and has several obvious advantages. As stated in Serhan’s (2020) and Kuntz et al’s
(2020) papers, Zoom is a versatile tool used for private and educational, political, research,
business, etc., purposes. This has contributed to it obtaining worldwide publicity. Besides,
Zoom is easy to use and enables sharing of visual content without installation and participant
accounts (Henry and Shellenbarger, 2020).

One of the main cultural differences appears when comparing the main target groups that
OWTs were offered to (Table 3). Every second winery stated that the OWTSs were meant to
mainly target private clients. Another 29% were offered to both consumers and business
partners, while 20% of the participants hosted OWTs exclusively for business partners
(20%). This result is an indicator of the versatility of OWTs, meaning they can be used to
replace both private and business events. It seems that, after the most important wine fairs for
business purposes were cancelled and/or postponed in 2020 (e.g. ProWein, Vinitaly,
Bordeaux Wine Fair), OWTs served the wineries fairly well as B2B platforms, too. In terms of
cross-cultural differences, Germany, with a share of 82% of OWTs for private clients,
significantly differed from the other countries. All the other countries, including France
(40%), Italy (32%) and Spain (29), had bigger shares of business-oriented OWTs. As for the
company size, larger wineries had higher shares of B2B online tastings.

4.2.4 Profitability of OWTs. More than half of the wineries that hosted OWTs rated them
as profitable or very profitable. Only 6% of the wineries reported that OWTs had not been
profitable, while 38% reported non-monetary benefits (Table 4). German (71%) and US
(70%) wineries achieved the highest profitability. Countries like Austria (72%), France
(60%) and Italy (54%) have a higher share of wineries that did not achieve monetary
benefits from OWTs. However, as discussed in the previous subchapter, these countries
focused on B2B-oriented online tastings, which means that tasting sets were probably sent
out for free, resulting in no immediate monetary benefits. Interestingly, the size of the
winery had no effect on the profitability of OWTs. As Tafel and Szolnoki (2020) stated, wine
tourism activities might have a high impact on the profitability of a winery. Therefore, it
has been crucial that wineries that offered wine touristic activities before the pandemic
develop a strategy that contributes to their profitability. OWTs seem to be an excellent way
to counter decreasing sales.

When summarising the success factors of OWTs in terms of profitability, it becomes
obvious that the number of OWTs, the number of participants, the length of the tasting and the
target group are of central importance (Table 5). The profitable wineries hosted a higher

B2C B2B B2C & B2B Chi-square Cramer-V
Average 51% 20% 29%
Germany 82% 5% 14% 20,741%* 0.194*
Italy 33% 32% 36%
France 21% 40% 40%
Spain 45% 29% 25%
Portugal 35% 24% 41%
Austria 22% 28% 50%
USA 47% 20% 33%
Other countries 39% 21% 40%
<10 ha 62% 16% 22% 121,027* 0.469*
11-20 ha 58% 15% 27%
21-60 ha 46% 21% 33%
>60 ha 39% 29% 33%

Note(s): * Significant differences between the subgroups, ;(2 =$<0.05
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Unprofitable No monetary benefits Profitable Chi-square Cramer-V
123,13
Average 6% 38% 56%
Germany 5% 24% 71% 53,850 0.313*
Italy 8% 54% 37%
France 2% 60% 37%
Spain 7% 40% 53%
610 Portugal 6% 35% 59%
Austria 6% 2% 22%
USA 3% 27% 70%
Other countries 7% 33% 60%
<10 ha 4% 36% 60% 3,589 0.081
11-20 ha 6% 36% 58%
Table 4.
Profitability of OWTs 2160 ha 7% 38% 55%
by country and the size >60 ha 6% 43% ) 51%
of the winery (# = 551) Note(s): * Significant differences between the subgroups, )(2 =p<0.05
Unprofitable No monetary benefits Profitable Chi-square Cramer-V
Number of OWTs
1-5 7% 47% 46% 25,673* 0.219*
6-20 5% 30% 64%
21-30 3% 31% 66%
31-50 6% 17% 78%
>50 0% 11% 89%
Number of participants
<10 8% 48% 44% 36,287 0.258*
11-20 6% 38% 56%
21-30 23% 7%
31-40 3% 20% 77%
>40 3% 24% 72%
Length of OWTs
<30 min 5% 54% 41% 44,367 0.287*
30-60 min 7% 49% 44%
60-90 min 5% 29% 66%
90-120 min 6% 19% 75%
>120 min 5% 14% 81%
Target group
B2C 6% 29% 65% 27,585* 0.224%*
B2B 8% 55% 37%
Jable 3. B2C & B2B 4% 42% 53%

Success factors of
OWTs (n = 551)

Note(s): * Significant differences between the subgroups, y* = p < 0.05

number of OWTs, and 64% of the wineries that did not make a profit from OWTs hosted them
less than six times. More than half of the unprofitable wineries in the sample held OWTs with
less than 11 participants. Having a higher number of participants seems to be more profitable.

It is interesting to note that the duration of the OWT also determines its outcome. The
profitable wineries organised longer tasting sessions, probably with more wines and more
content (27% longer than 90 min). In contrast, 57% of the unprofitable wineries held OWTs
that lasted for less than 60 min on average.



Regarding the target group, wineries achieved profits with OWTs by mainly hosting B2C
or mixed (B2B & B2C) online tastings. B2B OWTs can be profitable in the long run, but show
no immediate monetary benefit, whereas B2C OWTs directly generate profits as customers
have to buy the tasting packages.

4.2.5 The future of OWTs. As indicated in Section 4.2.1, OWTs were organised and hosted
primarily due to the Covid-19 pandemic. They served to compensate losses in direct sales and
to create a new marketing platform. The pandemic is not over yet; nevertheless, the question
of whether OWTs will continue to play an important role when the strong restrictions are
over remains unanswered. We therefore asked both groups — wineries with and without
OWTs — about their future activities. Wineries with experience in the field of OWTSs seem to
be very satisfied with the use and outcomes of this online tool. Accordingly, 64% stated that
they want to continue offering OWTs, and another 34% answered this question with a
maybe. Only 3% do not plan to continue offering this type of wine tasting in the future. Given
that wineries only have one year of experience with this online tool, this result speaks for the
suitability and success of OWTs, as well as their right to exist.

When comparing the country of origin, the results show that Germany and the USA differ
considerably from the remaining countries, with higher shares of respondents that want to
continue offering OWTs. In terms of company size, no significant differences could be
determined. This means that OWTs have been established in a record time of 12 months
around the world.

Of those wineries that have not hosted OWTs, 13% want to start offering OWTs in the
future, while 67 % are considering this option. A mere 20% report not wanting to use this new
online tool. Interestingly, no significant differences could be detected by country or the size of
the company.

Based on these results, we assume that OWTs will continue to be offered after the
Covid-19 crisis. This is in line with the previous study by Krupp (2020), who described a
decreasing supply of OWTs after the first lockdown when shops and also wineries were
allowed to open their doors again.

5. Conclusion

The findings with regard to the share of wineries offering OWTs (RQ1) indicate that only a
certain number of wineries decided to apply this new virtual approach to tasting activities.
The analysis of the reasons pro OWTs (RQ2) shows that virtual tastings can be seen as an
“all-in-one” tool, which has a multifunctional role in terms of offering a marketing platform,
taking the place of cancelled or postponed wine tastings and focusing on loyalty, as well as
the acquisition of new customers. The results also provide evidence that OWTs are a brand-
new instrument in the tool kit of wine companies. OWTs targeting business customers are on
average shorter, with fewer participants, and they mainly serve to replace cancelled wine
fairs (RQ3).

One of the most important findings in terms of understanding OWTs is the profitability of
these events (RQ4). As recognised in previous studies, tasting rooms are the most profitable
outlets of a winery, owing to the high margins associated with sales (Bruwer et al, 2011). We
have shown that conducting OWTs is a good stroke of business and can compensate, at least
partly, the sales losses resulting from the Covid-19 lockdown. However, we have to separate
B2B OWTs and those that are aimed at B2C customers. B2B OWTs have a rather longer-term
effect on profitability and that they are likely to have been hosted to bridge the gap that
originated from a lack of B2B events and fairs where producers meet importers, exporters
and retailers.

Regarding future activities, we can conclude that OWTs are here to stay (RQ5). More than
half of the wineries with OWTs are willing to continue running them in the future, and about
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two-third of wineries that have not conducted OWTs so far are considering offering virtual
tastings.

The main reasons and objectives for conducting OWTs have shown that the pandemic’s
negative effects were a driver of innovation towards digitalisation. Wineries were stimulated to
think out of the box and use new strategies to keep in touch with their clients and sell them wine.
These results and the steadily rising numbers of OWTS indicate that these virtual tastings will
not lose their relevance anytime soon. This statement is supported by Lehnardt (2020).

5.1 Scholarly and managerial implications

As one of the main scientific implications of this paper, we emphasise the need to analyse this
new online tool. This study aims to fill the gap of missing scientific literature in wine tourism
activities during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Another scientific implication concerns the international context of the survey. With the
help of this global survey, cross-national similarities and differences between seven countries
and the rest of the world have been analysed in terms of using OWTs.

Inregard to managerial implications, OWTs seem to be a simple tool that can be used to fill
the gap left by physical wine tastings; however, they need a certain amount of investment and
preparation. According to Urban (2020) and Kirschenmann (2020), planning OWTs involves
some critical points that should be considered. First, a not very complex but appropriate
video and audio technique is required. As the results of the qualitative survey show, at the
beginning of the pandemic, several wineries used a simple laptop or tablet. Later on, more
professional equipment was provided to guarantee a better quality. Wineries could consider
whether it makes sense for them to utilise service providers for this or whether they should
develop the technical expertise themselves. As part of the technical issue, the software for
hosting the event should also be selected. For contacting potential participants, a well-
maintained customer relationship management (CRM) system could be of great importance
as otherwise wineries will have to practise “cold calls” to attract unknown customers.
Generating tasting content, the appropriate presentation of the winery, knowledge transfer
and customer interaction during an OWT are very comparable to in offline settings, which
indicates that the increased usage of OWTs will mitigate these issues.

Despite the challenges wineries are facing when hosting OWTs for the first time,
advantageous cost implications appear. Both investments and advertising costs are low and
do not pose any risk to wineries. This should be further encouragement to start utilising this
tool. OWTs can help reduce the costs of samples in a B2C context, as clients purchase tasting
sets without tasting beforehand, generating a turnover per tasting set that is comparable to
the average spend of cellar door visitors. They also offer significant potential for reducing
both travel expenses and working hours regarding interaction with professional clients.
These versatile effects can offer different wineries outcomes best suited to their specific
structures. Thus, wineries planning to utilise OWTs should define the positive effects they
wish to achieve through their use and then employ them strategically to ensure they attain the
desired economic benefits.

The new marketing opportunities offered by OWTs tap into the digitalisation megatrend,
which has been accelerated by the pandemic. This constitutes another reason for wineries to
seriously consider working with OWTs in the future. OWTSs offer wineries with another
digital opportunity to communicate with their clients in a personal way via digital platforms.
Many of these platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram or YouTube, are amongst the most
far-reaching social media websites and have enabled many companies to successfully build
their brands and interact with their clients. OWTs have gained numbers of new private
clients for wineries and have become a new product for most wineries. Clients are now able
to book individual group tastings without needing to be physically present at the wineries.



This significantly increases wineries’ product offerings while adding a valuable new
marketing opportunity that is also likely to contribute positively to wineries’ incomes. They
also provide the additional opportunity of purchasing afterwards as well as a high likelihood
of generating positive word-of-mouth effects.

OWTs also support a green and sustainable solution for the future. Less travelling is a
positive effect of online events; this modern form of wine tastings contributes to a better
carbon footprint. Besides, the social aspect of sustainability is affected by supporting a better
work-life balance of the winemakers. This is because the winemakers do not have to clean and
wash up after the event.

5.2 Limitations and further vesearch

One of the main limitations of this paper is the number of respondents from different
countries. Due to the limited response rate, especially from New World countries such as
Australia, New Zealand and Argentina, only 7 countries have been compared with each other
— from these countries, at least 50 wineries filled in the questionnaire. The findings do not
represent the entire total population of wineries, however, they allow the first insights and
show a tendency in the selected seven countries. As a further limiting factor, the qualitative
pre-study only focused on one country. Since the qualitative research only served the
questionnaire development, we consciously decided on this one country, being well aware of
the popularity and high number of OWTs in Germany.

Further substantiating the data would require following the progress of OWTs over a
longer period while taking a closer look at more detailed parts of the topic. The use of
quantitative research repeated during and after the pandemic would support the robustness
of the results and quantify the findings of the qualitative study in the long term. Besides,
further research should be conducted on other strategies in the wine industry to reduce losses
or to survive the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic.
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