GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN WINE SHOPPING
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Sommeliers everywhere are making an effort to reach female consumers, often by focusing more on what wines taste like than on their pedigree.  Anne Hood, beverage director for Harry’s Restaurants in Delaware, took a non-traditional approach when designing the list for their newest venture, Harry’s Seafood Grill on Wilmington’s riverfront.  “I think I am unconsciously marketing to a more female customer base,” she says of user-friendly headings like ‘Fish Lovin’ Reds’ and ‘Great Whites that Don’t Bite’.  
As with shoe shopping or car shopping, men and women shop differently for wine.  And, why not?  We walk, talk, think and act differently too.  Though women consistently purchase more wine than men, the marketing of years past was surprisingly gender neutral.  But now, as competition gets fierce, both restaurants and wineries are growing more conscious of the preferences of each sex. 
Stereotypes abound about how gender influences tastes in wine, conjuring clichéd images of the preening male collector or the ‘lightweight’ housewife.  However, meaningful information has been hard to come by beyond basic physiological differences; alcohol affects women more strongly than men and female senses of taste and smell are more acute on average.  Finally, market research is catching up, helping us to better understand the lay of the land.  

Fascinating gender revelations emerged last year when a major study, by Constellation Wines, identified six ‘segments’ among premium wine shoppers.  Women led all but one category, including “Enthusiasts”.  But, the largest female contingent was in a group dubbed “Overwhelmed”, who find wine shopping confusing and worry about making a mistake pairing wine and food.  Meanwhile, almost one in three men fell into the remaining segment, the male dominated “Image Seekers”; who are concerned about what their wine choices say about them.  Apparently, feeling insecure about wine knowledge is a universal part of the human condition.
Wineries are rethinking how to ease wine shopping stress for both sexes, but with an eye to attracting female buyers in particular.  Marketing to women isn’t about pandering with pink labels and frills.  Instead, many vintners have found that delivering what women want, whether it’s social responsibility or snazzy packaging, often appeals to men as well.  Fair Valley wines supporting the ‘Black Economic Empowerment’ movement in South Africa, for example, and the slick, colorful and practical ‘Wine Block’ cubes of California wines may both target women in their own way, but neither would turn the guys off.  

Restaurants are also adapting to the needs of women, many of whom care more about how a wine tastes than where it comes from or from which grape.  Over the last decade, more and more wine lists are switching from the traditional format that emphasizes pedigree, where wines are categorized by grape or region and listed by price, to the ‘progressive wine list’ format, grouped by style and flavor and listed in order of weight and intensity.  National players like the Ritz-Carlton on the Avenue of the Arts and Fleming’s Steakhouse, coming soon to Radnor, use this system with great success.  Locals that emphasize wine, like Ansill in Queen Village, Tria off Rittenhouse Square and Nectar in Berwyn, offer variations of this female-friendly wine list theme.  Luckily, as with most wine marketing that targets women, the results are popular with both sexes – a win-win for everyone.
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