THE
FEMME
PARADOX
WOMEN LOVE WINE—AND BUY A LOT OF IT.
BUT CAN MARKETERS ZERO IN ON WOMEN SPECIFICALLY?
BY ZACHARY SUSSMAN
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ortunately, the plight of female oenophiles has improved since the second century A.D., when Roman
women faced severe punishment for consuming alcohol. Yet gender associations remain embedded in
the world of wine. It’s easy to notice once we start looking for
it: Richer, heavier wines are “masculine,” while delicate ones
are said to be “feminine.” Formal wine service is ingrained with
a gendered code of conduct (all too often, men still get handed the wine list; ladies get their glasses poured first). And the
dominant image of a wine collector is still unflinchingly male.
Specific aspects of gender in wine are naturally evolving.
Women continue to enter all corners of the industry. And
presumptions of wine preference are flexing; to wit, the term
“brosé” being used to capture rosé’s current surge of popularity
with men—a situation practically unthinkable a decade ago.
The most visible area in which gender rears its head over
and again in the wine world is on retail shelves, where there
seems to be a disproportionate amount of marketing mojo being
steered toward women-oriented branding and promotion.

WOMEN ASCENDANT
Or is it disproportionate? While the score-happy, claretcellaring, middle-aged male may still represent the prototype
of wine’s most important consumer, women have emerged as
the major force driving the market. It is currently estimated
that women account for 55% of American wine drinkers and
are directly responsible for over 80% percent of the wine
purchases in the United States each year (volume). Given
the huge slice of the market-share women represent, it’s only
natural that marketers can’t seem to resist trying to answer
that perennial question: “What do women want?”
To an extent, the market has attempted to answer the
question itself, via a proliferation of female-targeting
labels like Skinnygirl, Seven Daughters, Middle Sister
and Mommy’s Time Out, just to name a few. With names
and/or imagery hitched to gender stereotypes, these
brands have nevertheless earned spot on shelves across
the country.
To what, then, can we attribute their success?
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PRICE IS RIGHT?
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Clarice Turner, Senior VP at Food
Americas, who is overseeing the budding
wine program at Starbucks, offers: “My
personal feeling is that marketing is
most effective aimed first at lifestyle
characteristics. Certainly gender can be
a factor, but for the investment, lifestyle
and occasions tend to be drivers of
purchase/visits [beyond price and quality],
and over time create relevancy that can
drive loyalty.”

THE ‘B’ IS BACK?

TRIED & TRUE
Some of the most enduring
female-oriented brands also feature
something extra in their attempts
to appeal to women and develop
brand loyalty. For this “emerging
generation of wine enthusiasts,
a catchy package or flashy
tagline isn’t enough,” says
Cheryl Indelicato, creator
of HandCraft, which
annually raises funds for
breast cancer awareness. Little Black Dress’s website
features entertaining tips and
links to an array of
simpatico sites of
interest to women.
The Seven Daughters website features
seven women
bloggers offering
“tastes, tips, trends and tricks
for getting more out of every
day.” Continuing to evolve,
Seven Daughters Moscato and Pinot Noir
will be available in 250ml cans starting
this summer.

Other examples of wine marketing (and
packaging) taking a subtler approach
include Polka Dot, Domino, Belle
Ambience and Chloe. While the logic
behind these wines and Little Black Dress
going less “femme” seems sound for a
mass audience, it may come as a surprise
to see the apparent success of brands built
around the controversial “B” word.
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among younger women wine drinkers’ demographics; it’s never just about gender.
For Samantha Dugan, General Manager of The Wine Country, a popular wine
shop in Southern California, there seems
to be a rather clear segmentation within
the demographic of Millennial women:
“The younger female wine drinkers we’ve
been seeing lately generally fall into two
categories,” Dugan clarifies. “There are
the ones who have seen more wine being consumed on television via The Real
Housewives and such, who perceive some
kind of built-in glamour to drinking wine.
Then there are the ones that have been
bitten early, who are curious to try new
varieties, new regions, and to explore
more food and wine pairings.”
Dugan’s “two types” analysis represents
her strategic approach, derived from frontline experience, which is always the most
reliable source of customer knowledge.
The larger picture is that broad national
statistics are of limited use to retail wine
merchants; a merchant’s particular female
customer base is the demographic pool
that matters most, which is bound to be
more diverse than any market research
could possibly account for.
Perhaps the best advice for wine sellers
everywhere is pretty self-evident: Pay
close(r) attention to your store’s female
clientele. Some may enjoy learning, as
Samantha Dugan recounts, that certain
wines were made by women winemakers,
whereas others will be more interested
in discovering a new region or varietal.
If a few will be happy enough to grab a
limited-edition bottle of Ecco Domani
by fashion designer Zac Posen and run,
others will be eager to geek out about a
hipster-approved Cabernet Franc from
the Loire. Of course, the vast majority
will be looking for no more or less than a
bottle of red for tonight’s pasta.
In the end, there are as many
different types of female wine drinkers as
there are wine drinkers. But as women’s
excitement about wine—to say nothing
of their spending power—continues to
grow, one thing is certain: the future
of wine sales will likely continue
to command the attention of wine
marketers and sellers. n

