
Chapter 1: Marketing research: established traditions and emerging trends

Wine-of-the-Month Club

The Wine-of-the-Month Club (the club) in South Africa originated from its founder’s firm conviction that a niche existed in the wine market for a service that provided wine lovers not just with the physical product, but also with a range of information that would add value to the purchase and consumption of wine.

The club was founded by Colin Collard and a partner in 1986. Collard had a background in the advertising industry, specifically in the area of direct marketing, and a strong interest in South African wine. His concept of the niche market was based on the rationale that the man (or woman) in the street was unaware of the wide variety of wines that were produced by the various estates and cooperatives in South Africa, and had a poor knowledge of wine in general.

Collard also believed in the special nature of wine as a ‘living product’. Its romantic association with scandal throughout history made it an interesting product to market. Inspired by the concept being used by an organisation called the ‘Book-of-the-Month Club’, whereby a panel of literary experts recommended books to members, Collard investigated the possibility of extending this approach to bottles of wine. 

The major stumbling block that he identified was actually delivering the product, and this resulted in the project being shelved for a few years. One day, after a fruitless business trip, Collard was struck by the idea that members of the club could have lockable delivery boxes installed on their gates into which their wine could be delivered. Freshly inspired, he embarked on founding the club, armed with the belief that no problem is ever insurmountable.

The overriding philosophy of the club is that the best wine is not necessarily the most expensive, and one of the club’s aims was to market wines from little-known estates and cooperatives, whose products Collard believed to be as good as, if not superior to, the larger estates’ wines. A panel of wine experts was established, their task being to rate particular categories of wine each month. So, for example, this month the experts would taste and rate the best red blends under a certain price, the best chenin blancs, and the best pinotages of 1995. The following month the panel would move on to another series of tastings. Members of the panel are not involved in the wine industry as such (in order to maintain objectivity), but have extensive experience with the product. The panel of ten comprises wine masters, writers and show judges, all of whom are paid for their opinions.

The process begins with the identification of a wine to be promoted (for example a cabernet sauvignon). Batches from various producers are then obtained and anonymously graded by the panel. The wine with the highest score (as judged by the panel according to set criteria) then becomes the wine of the month in that category, and is then delivered (in predetermined orders) to members of the club.

In order to achieve his target of two thousand original members, Collard based his mailing campaign on a list of 20 000 upper-income category individuals, obtained from the Reader’s Digest mailing list. The Alphen Winery (a retail liquor store attached to a well-known country hotel) in Constantia was purchased and used as the brand name under which to run the initial membership drive. Potential members were sent invitations that emphasised the club’s intended exclusivity (for example, new members were given unique allocation numbers to demonstrate founder member status). In addition, advertisements were run in the Cape Town daily newspapers, the Cape Times and the Argus, which yielded a further five hundred members.

The campaign was a success, with an initial hit rate of 10 per cent. And so, the Wine-of-the-Month Club was born.

Current challenges

Many industry observers believe that the biggest changes in wine marketing will be occasioned by the emergence of the Internet. Collard is especially concerned to incorporate these issues into any re-evaluation of strategy. The Internet is having a major impact on the marketing of wine throughout the world. Many web sites have already been set up to market wine, the best known of which is an American company called wine.com, Inc. (http://www.wine.com/). South African wine producers have also not been slow to adopt the new medium and, in fact, a Paarl wine estate called Rhebokskloof was the first wine estate in the world to sell its wines over the Internet. Collard has also taken the club online (http://www.wineclub.co.za/), and both members and non-members are able to purchase through the web site. However, he is concerned by the possibilities of increased competition for the club. At the same time, he feels that the Internet offers the club many exciting opportunities—if only he had the time and the knowledge to explore them all.

Questions

1.
Consider the case and the way the club was launched. If you were in charge of market research, what would some of the research questions be that you would want to have answered prior to the launch?

2.
Create a traditional (without using the Internet) research design for the initial launch of the club.

3.
Create a research design for the launch of the club’s web site and e-commerce venture. Be sure to utilise the Internet for market research.
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