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Abstract

:

This study offers new insights into the sustainable wine market by exploring consumers’ perceptions of product attributes for six categories of wine that have characteristics of sustainability and one conventional wine. The study investigates product-attribute associations that French and Italian consumers attach to sustainable wines, and whether consumers’ involvement with wine and propensity towards ethically-minded behaviours affect their perceptions of sustainable wines. The research employs a cross-country analysis of France and Italy, and uses a free-choice approach to reveal consumers’ perceptions. The perceptual maps highlight the different attribute dimensions associated with conventional wines and sustainable wines. Health benefits, taste, and ethics emerge as the most relevant discriminant dimensions. The study finds that consumers involved with wine demonstrate a greater ability to evaluate product-attribute associations for sustainable wines than do ethically-minded consumers who are not involved with wine. The study elaborates some practical implications of this result for wineries. In particular, the study highlights that consumers associate different characteristics and beneficial aspects with different categories of sustainable wines; this also depends on their level of involvement with wine. The results demonstrate that sustainable wine marketers should, in their marketing and communication, take into stronger consideration the level of consumer involvement with wine and the specific associations made by consumers with the sustainable wine category they want to promote.
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1. Introduction


Today, sustainability is one of the most relevant factors in transforming food-production strategies and food-consumption behaviours. It is a challenge for agrofood systems to innovate and make changes in agricultural practices, food processing, business governance and relationships with the market (Adams et al. 2016). However, agrofood businesses pursue sustainability as an opportunity to offer new value propositions to customers and improve their competitive advantage (Reisch et al. 2013).



Sustainability is the subject of countless discussions in public debate and policy agendas. The breadth of the concept of sustainability is constantly evolving as awareness about the effects of human behaviour on natural resources and the environment, and the negative effects on environmental equilibria (e.g., pollution and climate change) increases in society. Agenda 2030 (UN 2015) is the most recent attempt to frame the issues of sustainable development within a global vision. The established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 169 targets, and more than 200 indicators demonstrate the multifaceted dimensions of sustainability that should be considered in today’s public institutions and society. Agrofood systems are directly or indirectly interconnected with the achievement of the SDGs (e.g., good health and wellbeing, affordable and clean energy, decent work and economic growth, sustainable cities and communities, and responsible consumption and production, to name a few) (FAO 2018).



In the marketplace for wine products, the concept of sustainability has multiple nuances for producers that result from the confluence of business motivations, internal or external stimuli, and a business’s degree of responsiveness to these (Santini et al. 2013). According to Gilinsky et al. (2016), the approaches of wine businesses to sustainability should incorporate the ‘triple-bottom line’, including social, environmental, and financial stewardships, in corporate strategy and policy.



A cross-national study conducted in seven wine-producing countries by Szolnoki (2013) revealed different understandings of sustainability in the wine industry even between wine producers located in the same region or country. Spielmann (2017) found diversity in environmental sustainability attitudes and practices in the French wine industry that are causally related to business size and engagement in direct investment in foreign markets.



Baird et al. (2018) found that New Zealand winegrowers faced significant economic, environmental, social, and marketing challenges from the supply-side perspective in response to sustainability. They indicated substantial concerns with the perceived value provided by sustainable winegrowing practices at both the firm and governing-body levels.



The ambiguity of the concept of sustainability and the uncertainty about economic return on investments in sustainability represent a source of concern in the wine industry. Thus, a range of approaches to sustainability are adopted by wine producers: some use sustainable practices as an incentive for innovation and marketing differentiation without having a genuine attitude of ensuring business sustainability; others consider themselves guardians of natural resources and product typicality, but fear that any associated virtuous behaviours are minimally recognised by the market so are reluctant to invest in sustainable practices (De Salvo et al. 2018; Santini et al. 2013; Spielmann 2017).



Recent studies have highlighted that different sustainability certifications have appeared in the past decade in many wine-producing regions (Flores 2018; Martins et al. 2018; Moscovici and Reed 2018). However, the management of sustainability remains underdeveloped in many of the certification frameworks, and the elaboration of new business strategies and policies in line with consumer demand is also lacking (Martins et al. 2018). In a cross-country analysis of several sustainability-assessment frameworks, Flores (2018) confirmed Martins et al.’s (2018) findings. Flores (2018) noted that sustainability frameworks focus on operational issues, while their strategic thinking remains underdeveloped. In addition, according to Moscovici and Reed (2018), there is a need for more research into the consumer perspective of sustainability certifications.



These uncertainties from the supply side are further complicated by consumers’ perceptions. The intrinsic multidimensional significance of sustainability and the diversity of products on the market claiming to be sustainable generate different perceptions and motivations for choice by consumers (Schäufele and Hamm 2017).



A country’s cultural values and consumer lifestyle can influence sustainable consumption. Minton et al. (2018) found that a nation’s level of pragmatism is positively correlated with the sustainable behaviour of individuals, and sustainable attitudes mediate the relationship between national cultural values and consumer behaviour. Thøgersen (2017) noted that both national and individual factors, such as country of residence and food-related lifestyle, interact and significantly affect everyday food choices and sustainable consumption in Europe.



In a literature review, Schäufele and Hamm (2017) observed that previous research highlights the low level of wine consumers’ awareness of the concept of sustainability; nevertheless, their study shows that consumers have positive perceptions and are willing to pay a premium for wine with characteristics of sustainability. Consumers generally connect sustainable wines with ecologically-friendly products and production following organic practices (Schäufele and Hamm 2017). In a study conducted by Mueller Loose and Remaud (2013), consumers from different countries worldwide evaluated a range of claims about social and environmental responsibility. Claims relating to corporate environmental responsibility, and organic production in particular, were found to have a higher effect on consumer choice and willingness-to-pay than any other sustainability label. Such claims have become an indicator of product quality for consumers (Schäufele and Hamm 2017).



A little-understood aspect of the wine market, which is now characterised by an increasing range of different products claiming sustainability (e.g., organic wines, biodynamic wines, wines preserving biodiversity or reducing carbon emissions), are the conceptual meanings and differences that consumers comparatively ascribe to such wines (Remaud and Sirieix 2012).



Wineries considering investing in sustainability to differentiate their product portfolio should understand consumers’ perceptions of different types of wine that are claimed to be sustainable. For these businesses, it would also be of interest to investigate the positioning of these types of products compared with conventional wine, that is, wine that does not make any claims about sustainability or certification.



For sustainable wine, environmental soundness is the most prominent distinctive characteristic, but there are other aspects of sustainability (e.g., fair trade, natural) that deserve more research attention (Schäufele and Hamm 2017). The comparative positioning of different types of sustainable wines (i.e., the attributes that allow for differentiation within the category of sustainable wine) has been largely ignored in the research (Remaud and Sirieix 2012).



Thus, the purpose of this study is to compare consumer perceptions of wines with different characteristics of sustainability (e.g., organic wine, biodynamic wine, fair-trade wine). The practical aim of this study is to provide wine producers focusing on sustainability practices with suggestions about which attributes consumers associate with different sustainable wine categories and how to ensure consistency between a product’s attributes of sustainability and consumer perceptions of the product. This knowledge provides winemakers, marketers and public institutions with new insights on how to achieve more effective policy and communication actions for the promotion of sustainable choices. From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to understanding more responsible practices in production systems—one of the principal challenges in contemporary agriculture and in the transformation of competitiveness of agrofood businesses—from the perspective of a demand analysis.




2. Background and Research Questions


There is an extensive body of literature on sustainable-food and organic-food consumption (Aertsens et al. 2009; Reisch et al. 2013; Thøgersen 2017; Vermeir and Verbeke 2006). However, research is still needed on the relationship between sustainability concerns and sustainable-product preferences to provide new insights into policy and communication efforts that can successfully promote sustainable choices.



In the wine sector, several recent studies have shown that consumers are generally interested in wines produced in an environmentally friendly or socially responsible manner (Ginon et al. 2014; Pomarici and Vecchio 2014; Remaud and Sirieix 2012; Schäufele and Hamm 2018). However, compared with other industries, consumers hold the perception that the wine industry is already ‘green’, and this creates one of the biggest barriers to the success of the sustainable wine sector (De Salvo et al. 2018; Sogari et al. 2016). Wine is generally perceived to be a ‘natural’ product; thus, unlike for other ‘natural’ food products, claims of wine being organic have failed to create an important element of differentiation (Remaud and Sirieix 2012; Sogari et al. 2016).



However, this situation is changing, as evidenced by more conscious and informed consumers increasingly favouring wines that are produced through natural processes and free from chemicals (Schäufele and Hamm 2017).



According to Shine (2018), the wine and spirits consultancy organisation IWSR has estimated that the market for organic wine (the product category most closely associated with sustainable wine in Europe) will grow rapidly in the next five years, even if the share of organic wines on the global wine market remains relatively low at 3.6% (compared with 2.4% in 2017). An IWSR report envisages that global sales of organic still wine will top 1 billion bottles by 2022, up from 676 million 2017 last year and nearly three times the 349 million bottles sold in 2012 (Shine 2018). Growth in the five-year period from 2017 to 2022 will be driven by the United States, which is predicted to have a more than 14% increase. Nearly four bottles out of every five of organic wine sold in 2017 were in Europe, with three leaders in these sales: Germany (162 million bottles; 23.9% of world market), France (111.6 million bottles; 16.4%), and the United Kingdom (68.4 million bottles; 10.2%) (LSA 2018). In France, the increase in organic wine sales is particularly strong, and the market share is predicted to reach 7.7% by 2022 (LSA 2018). In Italy, only 15.6 million bottles were sold (2.3% of the world market) in 2017 (Shine 2018). The organic-wine market in Italy remains a niche market, but the predictions are very positive. According to Sinab (2018), while the global value of wine sales in supermarkets in Italy increased by 4.5% in the first semester 2018 (compared with the first semester 2017), organic wine sales increased by 49.3% in the same period.



The sustainable-wine market is developing from being a niche market towards being a market segment with growth potential and product differentiation (e.g., biodynamic wine, natural wine or fair-trade wine; CBI 2016). However, consumer involvement with the quality of sustainable products and efforts in sustainable-production practices remain a challenge for the wine industry. According to Sogari et al. (2015), involvement with wine and environmental consciousness are important factors in engaging consumers with sustainable winegrowing. Therefore, this study analyses whether, and how, these factors interact with consumer perceptions of wines that have different characteristics of sustainability.



2.1. Consumers’ Concern for Sustainability and Sustainable Wines


Consumers have become more health and environmentally conscious (e.g., Klöckner 2013; Thøgersen 2011) and more concerned about from where their food comes (Dowd and Burke 2013). However, consumers’ general concern about sustainability is not well reflected in their actual behaviour, and sustainability labels do not currently play a major role in consumers’ food choices (Grunert et al. 2014).



Wine is essentially an agricultural product; thus, sustainability plays a very significant role in the wine business. One of the many problems that the wine industry must address is the environmental consequence of making wine (Szolnoki 2013). Today, rising energy prices, water scarcity, concerns about chemical exposure, and climate change threaten the wine industry (Gilinsky et al. 2016).



Consumers, winemakers, and wine companies remain confused about the meaning of terms such as ‘sustainable winemaking’. Sustainable grape growing and winemaking constitute a much broader concept than organic, biodynamic or integrated pest/crop management (Szolnoki 2013; CBI 2016).



Indeed, the results of a study conducted in Canada (Rojas-Méndez et al. 2015) did not suggest that people who are highly concerned about the environment were more likely to have positive attitudes towards organic wine.



A study conducted by Ginon et al. (2014) evaluated French consumers’ perception of logos that indicate environmentally sustainable production. The research used 14 logos currently used in France: three that are specifically related to wine production and 11 that refer more generally to sustainable practices. The research concluded that the numerous logos claiming environmental sustainability are confusing for consumers, which may be partially responsible for a reduction in the credibility of some logos. Consequently, the research suggested that consumers should be provided with better information about environmental sustainability and researchers should further investigate the topic. The research also observed that consumers lack knowledge about logos that indicate environmental sustainability. None of the logos relating to sustainable-wine practices was known to the consumers (Ginon et al. 2014). This observation may indicate that the large number of logos currently on the market is confusing and reduces credibility. This has become a major issue for the wine industry (Sogari et al. 2016).




2.2. Consumer Involvement with Wine


Many studies have linked product involvement to wine-purchasing behaviours. Consumers with different levels of involvement behave differently (Yuan et al. 2008). Patterns of wine purchase are also affected by consumers’ involvement with wine (Bruwer and Huang 2012; Lockshin and Spawton 2001). Barber et al. (2008) found that wine buyers with high and low levels of involvement have different reactions to price-per-bottle, country or region of origin, grape variety, and label design. Highly-involved consumers tend to use complex information cues when choosing a wine, and generally buy larger quantities of wine and spend more per bottle (Barber et al. 2008).



Previous studies have reported contradictory results on the relationship between involvement with wine and organic-wine consumption. According to Mann et al. (2012), consumers who think of themselves as wine lovers usually prefer organic wine. Conversely, Rojas-Méndez et al. (2015) found that the attitude towards organic wine is positively influenced by consumers’ health consciousness and negatively influenced by a higher level of wine-involvement pleasure. Hedonism explains the consumption of wine in general, as well as why organic wine is not consumed more by consumers involved with wine, that is, these consumers do not associate organic wine with a good taste or a pleasant past experience and so, will not choose to buy such wine (Rojas-Méndez et al. 2015). More generally, it has been found that consumers do not associate wine ecocertification with a good taste (Rojas-Méndez et al. 2015).



Although involvement with wine has been largely investigated in studies of wine consumers, only several of these studies (Sogari et al. 2015, 2016) have segmented consumer perceptions of sustainable wines with levels of consumer involvement with wine.




2.3. Ethical and Environmental Consciousness


Extensive research has been conducted analysing consumers’ attitudes towards ecological and ethical behaviours and the issue of the attitude–behaviour gap (Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher 2016). Sogari et al. (2016) found that valuing environmental protection does not affect the importance of sustainability during wine purchases; however, the belief that sustainable products provide benefits to the environment influences consumers’ attitudes towards wine. Corporate social responsibility is positively evaluated by wine consumers (Mueller Loose and Remaud 2013). However, consideration by consumers of the ecofriendly characteristics of sustainable wine is relevant, which is not the case for ethical considerations. Ethical characteristics are relevant for a niche of wine consumers, but ethical products and fair-trade marketing initiatives are attracting an increasing number of consumers (Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher 2016). The contemporary concept of sustainability encompasses environmental and ethical considerations, and social issues such as recycling, waste reduction, resource saving, social justice, and human rights, are becoming motivations that are driving choice or boycott for many consumers (Carrington et al. 2014; Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher 2016).



Therefore, this study uses the measurement scale proposed by Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher (2016) because it enables the measurement of consumers’ sensitivity to environmental concerns, as well as the ethical implications of the wine business.




2.4. Research Objectives and Questions


This study seeks to offer new insights into the sustainable-wine market by exploring consumers’ perceptions of sustainable wines. Specifically, this study aims to investigate whether wine involvement and a propensity towards ecologically and ethically-minded behaviours affect consumers’ perceptions.



First, it explores consumers’ perceptions of sustainable wine and product attributes associated with several categories of sustainable wine. It investigates the relationship between consumers’ concerns about sustainability, their wine involvement and the product attributes they associate with sustainable wine.



The study adopts a cross-country analysis, comparing results from France and Italy. These countries have in common a long tradition of wine consumption and production. In addition, French and Italian consumers in general show high involvement with wine. In both countries, the preferences of wine consumers are mainly driven by proximity to wine-producing areas and the wine producers; geographical indications (i.e., Protected Designations of Origin and Protected Geographical Indications) play a relevant role in wine-consumer choices (e.g., Casini et al. 2009). Sustainable consciousness has only recently begun to increase among wine producers and consumers (Flores 2018; Moscovici and Reed 2018). Therefore, it is interesting to analyse whether similar trends of perceptions can be found in the two countries.



The cross-country analysis seeks to answer the following research questions:




	
Which product-attribute associations do French and Italian consumers attach to sustainable wines? What are the perceived differences of such wines compared with conventional wines?



	
Which associations are country specific, and which are product specific?



	
How does wine involvement affect consumers’ perceptions of sustainable wine?



	
How does a propensity towards ecologically and ethically minded behaviour affect consumers’ perceptions of sustainable wine?










3. Methodology


To answer the research questions, a quantitative survey by questionnaire was conducted in France and in Italy.



The questionnaire aimed to capture consumers’ perceptions of wines with different characteristics of sustainability and their attitudes towards wine and sustainability.



The questionnaire had three parts. The first part was used to involve respondents in the questionnaire and the topic of sustainability by asking them about their general awareness and their immediate perceptions of sustainable wine through open-ended questions.



The second part was designed to answer specifically the research questions of this study. It used a free-choice approach and the ‘pick-any’ technique (Driesener and Romaniuk 2006). The pick-any technique allowed us to explore which product attributes consumers associated with conventional wine and sustainable wine. Specifically, respondents were asked to state which attribute(s) they associated with each proposed category of wine. They could freely link any, all or no wine to each attribute.



The list of attributes was adapted from an earlier study by Remaud and Sirieix (2012) conducted in Australia and France. This list was revised according to the most recent literature in the field (Moscovici and Reed 2018; Sirieix et al. 2013). The list was also confirmed for the Italian sample through the positive results of a test we conducted through a focus group in Italy among a group of master students. In the questionnaire, attributes were presented to the respondents in random order. The list of attributes consisted of 18 items representing the following four groups of wine characteristics (Table 1):




	
five concrete characteristics (i.e., good value for money; more expensive; low quality; genuine taste; distinctive taste)



	
five image characteristics (i.e., traditional; luxurious; innovative; linked to its origin; requiring education to appreciate)



	
four benefits to the consumer (i.e., does not cause headaches; good for health; pleasurable and fun; trendy)



	
four benefits to society (i.e., harmless to the environment; a more responsible winemaker; supports local production; respect for ethical values).








The list of wines was also adapted from an earlier study by Remaud and Sirieix (2012) conducted in Australia and France, and revised according to Sirieix et al.’s (2013) findings and the most recent literature in the field (Flores 2018; Mueller Loose and Remaud 2013; Moscovici and Reed 2018). The list of wines contained the following six wines defined as sustainable and accessible to consumers in both Italy and France (CBI 2016; Mariani and Vastola 2015):




	
organic wine (i.e., a wine certified according to the European Union’s regulations and standards, and produced without the use of any artificial chemicals in accordance with organic-viticulture principles and organic-winemaking techniques)



	
biodynamic wine (i.e., a wine certified in accordance with Demeter International standards; winegrowing follows organic farming principles and is based on respecting living ecosystems and their natural equilibria)



	
wine with no added sulphites (i.e., a wine produced without adding sulphites during the wine-making process)



	
natural or sustainable-development wine promoted by producers’ organisations, for example, VinNatur (an association of natural wine producers) or the VIVA project (the Evaluation of the Impact of Viti-viniculture on the Environment) in Italy, or Vignerons en Développement Durable (VDD) in France (i.e., a wine following a voluntary private or public protocol and certification shared by a group of producers and promoting sustainable wines based on their naturalness or the producer’s social responsibility)



	
fair-trade wine (i.e., a wine certified by Fairtrade International or Fair for Life, which signals a wine produced following principles of respect for economic and social as well as environmental standards)



	
carbon-neutral wine (i.e., a wine claiming the reduction of carbon emissions or undertaking actions to compensate carbon emissions).








The list also included conventional wine so that the respondents could also consider a wine product that had no sustainability features.



The third part of the questionnaire was designed to collect information about consumers’ concerns relating to sustainability and their ethically minded behaviour, wine involvement and sociodemographic characteristics. We used the ethically minded consumer behaviour (EMCB) scale developed by Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher (2016) to explore respondents’ attitudes towards the concept of sustainability. Respondents’ involvement with wine was evaluated using a scale proposed by Yuan et al. (2008).



The questionnaire was elaborated in English and then translated into French and Italian by the authors and subsequently back-translated into English by two master’s students who speak the three languages fluently. Data were collected through an online consumer survey. Following previous studies (Sogari et al. 2015, 2016), the questionnaire was sent by email and posted on social networks in France and Italy, between June and October 2016. The questionnaire was advertised through a convenience sample of Facebook pages among groups of wine connoisseurs and, more generally, food and wine enthusiasts. This channel was chosen because it reaches consumers who are more likely to know about sustainable wines.



Incomplete questionnaires were eliminated for both surveys. The valid samples consisted of 148 people in France and 210 people in Italy.



Unsurprisingly, as it was an online survey, the respondents in both samples were mostly young (59% and 68% of respondents in the French and Italian samples, respectively, were 40 years of age or younger) and well educated (73% of French respondents and 69% of Italian respondents had a university degree). However, the French sample mainly consisted of women (63%) and students (50%) with low incomes (monthly household income up to 2000 euros in 59% of cases), whereas most of the Italian respondents were male (54%) and workers (68%) with a monthly household income between 1001 and 4000 euros in 63% of cases. Most respondents in both samples indicated they were regular wine drinkers: 86% and 74% of respondents stated that they consumed wine at least several times per month in the French and Italian samples, respectively.



The samples cannot be considered representative of the population of French and Italian wine consumers because the samples are based on willingness to participate and are small. Hence, the results cannot be generalised. However, the application of the pick-any approach allowed us to capture the perceptions of the consumers in our sample, and thus expanded our ability to compare the data between the two countries in a more effective way than another qualitative research method would have (e.g., focus groups).



For information analysis, the data were subjected to a correspondence analysis. Product–attribute associations were represented in a perceptual space through two-dimensional maps (Driesener and Romaniuk 2006). Deviations from the expected level of response were computed and represented in tables of deviations. Deviations were computed for each combination of attribute and category of wine by comparing the ‘real’ number of selections with the ‘theoretical’ number of selections. The ‘theoretical’ number of selections was computed multiplying the number of times an attribute had been selected (regardless the category of wine) by the number of times a category of wine had been selected (regardless the attribute), and dividing by the sample size (Remaud and Sirieix 2012).



Median splits on summed scores for the EMCB and wine-involvement scales were used to identify four types of consumers, combining ‘low’ and ‘high’ divisions of EMCB and wine involvement for both countries.




4. Results


4.1. Elicitations for Each Category of Wine by Attribute and Country


The relative frequencies of elicitations collected through the pick-any technique for each category of wine and country, and grouped by type of characteristic, are summarised in Table 2, Table 3, Table 4 and Table 5.



Respondents mainly ascribed concrete wine characteristics to conventional wine, organic wine and biodynamic wine (Table 2). Sensory characteristics of wine (i.e., ‘Low quality’, ‘Genuine taste’, and ‘Distinctive taste’) were mainly attributed to conventional, organic and biodynamic wines. Natural/sustainable-development wine was the wine least associated with low quality. French and Italian respondents had different opinions concerning the attributes of quality between conventional and organic wine; however, they agreed on the association of genuine taste with organic and natural/sustainable-development wines and wines with no added sulphites. French respondents reported a distinctive taste for natural/sustainable-development wine and wine with no added sulphites. Both samples agreed that organic and biodynamic wine were expensive, and conventional wine provided good value for money. French respondents also considered fair trade and carbon-neutral wines expensive.



The elicitation of image characteristics highlighted interesting consumer perceptions in relation to product-attribute associations (Table 3). Indeed, the attribute ‘traditional’ was mostly reserved for conventional wine, while biodynamic and carbon-neutral wine were perceived as ‘innovative’ products. Biodynamic wine emerged as a product that requires more consumer knowledge than the other wine categories. The attributes of ‘luxurious’ and ‘linked to its origin’ were not specifically associated with any of the wines.



Benefits to the consumer mostly involved conventional, organic, biodynamic and no-added-sulphites wines (Table 4). Health benefits were particularly relevant for wine with no added sulphites and organic wine. The attribute ‘pleasurable and fun’ was connected with conventional wine; organic and biodynamic wines were instead perceived as trendy products in both countries.



Conversely, benefits to society distinguished natural/sustainable-development, fair-trade and carbon-neutral wines (Table 5). These wines elicited comments about winemakers’ responsibility, support for local producers and respect for ethical values. Benefits to the environment were mostly attributed to organic wine for both samples. French respondents also related benefits to the environment to biodynamic wines, and Italian respondents, to carbon-neutral wines.




4.2. Product–Attribute Associations


Figure 1 and Figure 2 present consumers’ perception maps for product-attribute associations captured by the analysis of the questionnaires for the French and Italian respondents, respectively. The maps demonstrate that there were some similarities between the product-attribute associations of the two samples. However, French respondents appeared to be slightly more able to associate attributes with the proposed products than were Italian respondents. Indeed, in the perceptual map for the Italian sample, some attributes were located near the origin of the dimensions (e.g., pleasurable and fun #4, luxurious #10, trendy #5, and requiring education to appreciate #7). This means that these attributes tended to be discarded when consumers were asked to characterise some of the proposed wines. In addition, the French respondents were unsure in their evaluations of some attributes (e.g., requiring education to appreciate #7). In both samples, organic and biodynamic wines were positioned near the origins of axes. This location suggests that perceptions of these categories of wines were different within the groups of informants. Consumers seemed to be uncertain about associating specific attributes to these products. Therefore, they were unable to converge on clear preferences, and a differentiated positioning of these two categories, unlike the others, did not emerge.



Two latent dimensions, Dimension 1 and Dimension 2, explained approximately 80% of the variance within the French sample and approximately 75% in the Italian sample. Dimension 1 distinguished the sustainable wines from the conventional wine, and explained 52.1% of the variance in the French sample and 48.8% in the Italian sample. Dimension 2 explained 27% of the variance in both samples and distinguished wine with no added sulphites from other sustainable wines. This dimension was also able to discriminate attributes promoting health and sensory benefits from those linked to the respect of ethics.



The perceptual map of the French consumers (Figure 1) highlights the following:




	
conventional wine (Product 1) was mainly perceived as good value for money (#14) and traditional (#9)



	
wine with no added sulphites (Product 4) was perceived as having a distinctive taste (#18), not causing headaches (#3) and being good for health (#8)



	
natural or sustainable-development wine promoted by producers’ organisations and fair-trade wine (Products 5 and 6, respectively) were perceived as having the same benefits, that is, respecting ethical values (#17) and supporting local production (#15)



	
organic wine and biodynamic wine (Products 2 and 3, respectively) were close to the origin of the axes and associated with requiring education to appreciate (#7), as well as with being trendy (#5) and expensive (#13)



	
carbon-neutral wine (Product 7) were perceived similarly to organic and biodynamic wines, and were considered expensive (#5), but respondents recognised this wine as being produced by a more responsible winemaker (#1) and being harmless to the environment (#2).








It was evident that some attributes did not have a specific association with any of the proposed wines. The attributes of low quality (#6), luxurious (#10), pleasurable and fun (#4), genuine taste (#12) and linked to its origin (#16) were in the positive dimension of the maps, but far from the assessed wines.



The perceptual map of the Italian consumers (Figure 2) highlights the following:




	
conventional wine was perceived as being traditional (#9) and of low quality (#6), and to a lesser extent as being good value for money (#14)



	
consumers identified wine with no added sulphites as different from the other sustainable wines, perceiving it as not causing headaches (#3) and being good for health (#8)



	
carbon-neutral wine, natural or sustainable-development wine promoted by producers’ organisations and fair-trade wine were located on the opposite side of Dimension 2, far from wine with no added sulphites



	
carbon-neutral wine was perceived as being harmless to the environment (#2) and respectful of ethical values (#17)



	
organic wine and biodynamic wine were close to each other and shared the characteristics of requiring education to appreciate (#7) and being trendy (#5), expensive (#13) and innovative products (#11) from responsible producers (#1).








For the Italian sample, sustainable wine promoted by producers’ organisations did not receive any particular attribute association. In addition, some attributes did not receive a specific wine association. This was the case for the characteristics of pleasurable and fun (#4), luxurious (#10), genuine taste (#12), and distinctive taste (#18).



The analysis of deviations from the expected responses in the French (Table 6) and the Italian (Table 7) samples shows that respondents positively associated conventional wine with the characteristics of tradition, good value for money, pleasurable and fun. Conventional wine is a broad product concept and respondents associated with it the attributes of being low quality and luxurious. However, conventional wine was not seen as trendy, innovative, or more expensive. Respondents also had negative perceptions of the societal benefits of a more responsible winemaker, harmlessness to the environment, and respect for ethical values in the case of conventional wine.



Organic and biodynamic wines received moderate attribute associations in relation to the expected levels of response, as confirmed by their positions for both products and countries close to the centre of the perceptual maps. Organic wine was associated with the characteristics of being harmless to the environment, trendy, good for health and more expensive. For Italian respondents, organic wine also has a genuine taste. Organic wine was not seen as being low quality, traditional, or supporting local production for the Italian respondents. For the French respondents, organic wine was not perceived as having the attributes of being innovative or requiring education to appreciate.



Biodynamic wine was perceived by both samples as more expensive and innovative, but not able to support local production and not providing good value for money. French respondents highlighted the perception that it can be harmless to the environment. Italian respondents positively associated it with luxury and requiring education to appreciate, but negatively associated it with tradition, respect of ethical values, and links to the origin.



Wine with no added sulphites was clearly associated with health benefits (‘does not cause headaches’ and ‘good for health’) and for French respondents, it also has a distinctive taste. Negative associations were found for its benefits to society and the environment (‘harmless to the environment’, ‘supports local production’, ‘linked to its origin’, and ‘respect for ethical values’).



Respondents expressed only positive associations with natural or sustainable-development wine promoted by producers’ organisations in relation to respect for ethical values. French respondents highlighted the benefits of local production and greater responsibility of the winemaker.



Fair-trade wine was linked to its ability to support local production and respect of ethical values, but was negatively associated with harmlessness to the environment, innovativeness and healthiness.



Conversely, carbon-neutral wine was perceived as harmless to the environment and innovative. Italian respondents added the characteristics of greater responsibility of the winemaker and respect for ethical values. Carbon-neutral wine was not perceived as a traditional product with a genuine taste.




4.3. Wine Involvement, Propensity towards EMCB, and Perceptions of Sustainable Wines


French and Italian respondents were assigned to four clusters of consumers combining ‘low’ and ‘high’ levels of EMCB and ‘low’ and ‘high’ levels of involvement with wine. Four perceptual maps were generated to analyse the influences of EMCB and wine involvement on consumers’ perceptions of sustainable wine (Figure 3, Figure 4, Figure 5 and Figure 6). The four types of consumers are as follows: (1) low EMCB and low wine involvement (T1, Figure 3); (2) low EMCB and high wine involvement (T2, Figure 4); (3) high EMCB and low wine involvement (T3, Figure 5); and (4) high EMCB and high wine involvement (T4, Figure 6).



Two perceptions were shared by all clusters: (1) conventional wine is different from sustainable wines and is associated with tradition, good value for money and low quality; and (2) wine with no added sulphites is associated with health benefits.



The associations identified by the four clusters of respondents followed similar patterns for the other types of surveyed wine. However, some differences between clusters appeared. Less-involved consumers belonging to T1 and T3 associated specific attributes to conventional wine and wine with no added sulphites, but showed less discriminatory ability in relation to the other sustainable wines. Some products and attributes were located near the perceptual space origin (Figure 3 and Figure 5). When involvement with wine and EMCB were low (T1), few specific attributes were clearly ascribed to sustainable wines (e.g., fair-trade wine supports local producers and respect for ethical values). When involvement was low but EMCB was high (i.e., among T3 consumers), natural/sustainable-development, fair-trade and carbon-neutral wines were positioned very closely to each other in the perceptual space and only an ethical value (attribute #15 ‘supports local producers’) received more attention than the other attributes attached to sustainable wines.



Consumers with high involvement with wine (i.e., T2 and T4 consumers) found it easier to ascribe product-attribute associations (e.g., the distinctive taste of wine with no added sulphites) to sustainable wines than did the other two clusters. Consumers belonging to T2, who have high involvement with wine but have low environmental and ethical consciousness, seemed to have a more developed discriminant ability for attributes than for products (Figure 4). They ascribed benefits to society such as support for local producers (fair-trade wine), respect for ethical values (natural/sustainable-development wine), more responsible winemakers, as well as harmless to the environment (carbon-neutral wine). Organic and biodynamic wines had a similar, and less distinctive, position near the origin of the perceptual map. Consumers in T4 with both high EMCB and product involvement seemed to make clearer distinctions than the other groups (Figure 6). Organic and biodynamic wines were associated with certain product characteristics and benefits (i.e., being trendy, more expensive and requiring education), while natural/sustainable-development, fair-trade and carbon-neutral wines were mainly associated with benefits to society (i.e., support for local producers and respect for ethical values).



These findings highlight that involvement with the product can influence the ability to discriminate among different types of sustainable wine for the consumer. Conversely, consumers’ EMCB does not emerge as having the strength to explain differences in consumer perceptions.



Rather than consciousness of ethically minded behaviour, wine involvement seems to be the driver of consumers’ perception of wine through it generating interest in and knowledge about different types of wine.





5. Discussion


In the perceptual space, French and Italian respondents clearly differentiated between conventional wine and sustainable wine, perceiving sustainable wine as innovative and trendy. This result supports Thøgersen’s (2017) findings in relation to food products.



Among sustainable wines, the perceptual dimension ranged from health and sensory benefits to ethical values. Wine with no added sulphites was perceived differently from the other types of sustainable wines. Organic and biodynamic wines received moderate attribute associations and were mainly associated with concrete or image characteristics. Conversely, consumers generally associated ethical attributes with natural/sustainable development, fair-trade, and carbon-neutral wines.



In combination with the market segmentations proposed by several previous studies (Pomarici and Vecchio 2014; Sogari et al. 2015; Thøgersen 2017), these results could be used to support wineries’ decision-making processes in relation to product mixes and consumer targets. The perceptual space analysis demonstrates the relative distance between different types of sustainable wine. Further, the product-attribute associations identified by this study could provide a starting point for consistency in marketing combinations between product portfolio, target-market expectations (in relation to quality and sustainability) and communication campaigns.



For the French sample, the results of this study were compared with those obtained by Remaud and Sirieix (2010) in their article on perceptions of organic, biodynamic and no-added-sulphites wine. This comparison revealed that the image of conventional wine has not changed significantly in France since 2009, and that the image of organic wine remains the same for most attributes (i.e., harmless to the environment, trendy, good for health, and more expensive). However, some associations were weaker in the present study than found in previous research (Remaud and Sirieix 2010). Interestingly, the attribute ‘good value for money’ was negatively associated with organic wine in 2010, but was not significantly associated with organic wine in the present study. This result is consistent with the evolution of the organic-wine market in France. The important development of this market in recent years has been accompanied by a reduction in organic-wine prices. Additionally, biodynamic wine in 2010 (Remaud and Sirieix 2010) was perceived as being expensive, but in the present study was more strongly associated with being harmless to the environment, trendy, and innovative. The attribute of requiring education to appreciate the wine is no longer significantly associated with this type of wine. Finally, in Remaud and Sirieix (2010) and the present study, wine with no added sulphites is associated with health-related attributes.



Thus, it can be concluded that the positioning of, and familiarity with, organic and biodynamic wines has changed: both are now seen as familiar and as less expensive than they were previously. This is also consistent with the growing market share of these wines, and the decreasing price gap between them and conventional wines. The positioning of wine without sulphites has not changed.



For the Italian sample, the results confirm previous studies on the Italian sustainable-wine market (Mariani and Vastola 2015). Among the product-attribute associations, Italian respondents attach importance to respect for the environment and ethics, and the price of the products does not appear to be important to these consumers. This confirms Sogari et al.’s (2015) finding of a direct relationship between positive attitudes towards sustainable wine, stronger belief in environmental protection and willingness to pay more.



This study also brings new insights in relation to consumers’ involvement with wine and EMCB. EMCB does not appear to be sufficient to explain differences in consumers’ perceptions of different sustainable wines. Consumers who best differentiate between wines are concerned by sustainability, but above all, are involved with wine.



These results have practical relevance for wine marketers. If the positive effects of sustainable-production practices were emphasised (e.g., in terms of resource savings, waste reduction or economic and social balances), it would provide consumers involved with wine products with concrete evidence of the expected benefits of sustainable wine. For these consumers, trust—which is undoubtedly a weak point for sustainable products (Ginon et al. 2014)—could increase and the attitude–behaviour gap could decrease.




6. Conclusions


The present study adds to the literature by analysing in combination how wine involvement and a propensity towards ecologically and ethically-minded behaviours affect consumers’ perceptions. The findings highlight that consumers’ involvement with products plays a key role in determining their ability to discriminate among types of sustainable wine. Conversely, consumers’ EMCB appears to influence consumers’ perceptions to a lesser extent. These results are also consistent with those of Sogari et al. (2016), who demonstrated that valuing environmental protection is not significantly related to the level of importance attributed to sustainable aspects of wine. Additionally, the results are partially in line with those of Pomarici and Vecchio (2014), who identified the relevance of wine involvement but also considered other factors, such as wine-purchasing frequency and interest in sustainable foods, to reduce the attitude–behaviour gap.



This study seems to be the first to apply the EMCB scale in relation with the perceptions of wine consumers. However, the research has limitations. The first is the nature and small size of the samples, which limit the external validity of the results. Second, the study investigated only two countries of the so-called ‘old world’ of wine. Thanks to recent studies that have found that national cultural values and food-related lifestyles influence sustainable consumption, future studies should be conducted following a similar approach in the ‘new-world’ wine-producing countries or countries characterised by an emerging wine demand. Finally, this study focused on perceptions of, not on preferences for, different wines or choice of different wines. Future studies could integrate an analysis of perceptions, stated preferences and actual choices.



Indeed, the attitude–behaviour gap is an area that has not been investigated in relation to different types of sustainable wine. Scholars and marketers should pay close attention to this issue to identify the most suitable marketing and communication initiatives in relation to the type of sustainable wines they are promoting.
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	1
	
Products: 1 = conventional wine; 2 = organic wine; 3 = biodynamic wine; 4 = wine with no added sulphites; 5 = natural/sustainable-development wine promoted by producers’ organisations; 6 = fair-trade wine; 7 = carbon-neutral wine. The numbering of attributes is presented in Table 1.
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Figure 1. Perceptual map of French consumers’ responses (N = 148)1. 
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Figure 2. Perceptual map of Italian consumers’ responses (N = 210). 
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Figure 3. Perceptual map of T1 consumers (low wine involvement and low EMCB) (N = 94). 
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Figure 4. Perceptual map of T2 consumers (high wine involvement and low EMCB) (N = 60). 
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Figure 5. Perceptual map of T3 consumers (low wine involvement and high EMCB) (N = 66). 
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Figure 6. Perceptual map of T4 consumers (high wine involvement and high EMCB) (N = 108). 
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Table 1. Attributes used to elicit consumers’ perceptions through the pick-any technique.
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	Concrete Characteristics
	Image Characteristics
	Benefits to the Consumer
	Benefits to Society





	#6 Low quality
	#7 Requiring education to appreciate
	#3 Does not cause headaches
	#1 More responsible winemaker



	#12 Genuine taste
	#9 Traditional
	#4 Pleasurable and fun
	#2 Harmless to the environment



	#13 More expensive
	#10 Luxurious
	#5 Trendy
	#15 Supports local production



	#14 Good value for money
	#11 Innovative
	#8 Good for health
	#17 Respect for ethical values



	#18 Distinctive taste
	#16 Linked to its origin
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Table 2. Elicitation of concrete characteristics by wine category and country (%, NFR = 148; NIT = 210).
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Product

	
#6 Low Quality

	
#12 Genuine Taste

	
#13 More Expensive

	
#14 Good Value for Money

	
#18 Distinctive Taste




	
FR

	
IT

	
FR

	
IT

	
FR

	
IT

	
FR

	
IT

	
FR

	
IT






	
1. Conventional wine

	
18.6

	
29.1

	
42.6

	
23.3

	
4.1

	
11.9

	
60.1

	
46.7

	
14.2

	
25.2




	
2. Organic wine

	
53.3

	
7.4

	
41.9

	
42.4

	
52.0

	
48.1

	
27.0

	
20.0

	
26.4

	
25.7




	
3. Biodynamic wine

	
35.7

	
10.1

	
34.5

	
22.4

	
52.0

	
44.8

	
12.2

	
8.1

	
31.8

	
25.2




	
4. Wine with no added sulphites

	
20.0

	
16.9

	
29.7

	
30.0

	
31.1

	
16.7

	
14.9

	
11.4

	
45.3

	
26.7




	
5. Natural/sustainable-development wine

	
14.8

	
4.7

	
25.0

	
18.1

	
29.1

	
17.1

	
11.5

	
18.6

	
12.2

	
15.7




	
6. Fair-trade wine

	
15.7

	
10.1

	
18.2

	
10.5

	
37.8

	
11.9

	
10.8

	
22.9

	
12.8

	
9.0




	
7. Carbon-neutral wine

	
19.0

	
12.2

	
12.8

	
11.4

	
27.7

	
20.0

	
6.8

	
11.4

	
13.5

	
11.0








Note: FR = France; IT = Italy.
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