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Abstract 

Even with increased consumer awareness of sustainable products, the importance of 

sustainability is unclear relative to other credence product attributes such as quality control 

and traceability in wine purchasing. Companies speculate whether their marketing strategies 

can be standardised across countries to target consumers who value sustainable products. 

These issues are addressed by measuring the relative importance of sustainability, quality 

control and traceability compared to four known ‘importance’ attributes in the context of 

purchasing wine (taste, region, brand and price promotion) across five countries using Best 

Worst Scaling. Cross-national segments derived with latent class segmentation show that 

sustainability has the most diverse differences among the attributes. One segment strongly 

values sustainable production, providing a potential target for wine companies.  
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Introduction 

Strategies demonstrating sustainability are seen in the tendency to label products with 

environmental claims such as food miles and carbon footprints. This reflects the recent 

emphasis on environmental concerns and the renewed interest in what is loosely called 

environmental marketing (McDonald & Oates, 2006). For food products these environmental 

claims compete with quality control and traceability claims that are part of the agricultural 

marketing policy in many countries (Echols, 1998). Supermarkets as well as policy makers 

have expressed interest in how consumers will respond to these new sustainable, 

environmental claims relative to other existing food claims.  

This study considers the relative importance of three related marketing claims; sustainability, 

quality control standards, and traceability, across five countries and identifies cross-national 

segments that differ in their attribute valuations. Wine is strongly associated with experience 

and credence attributes (Mueller, 2004) and is suitable for studying these issues, because 

consumers encounter a range of decision variables in purchasing wine due to its complexity 

(Mitchell & Greatorex, 1988). Previous research (Goodman et al. 2009; Lockshin et al. 2006) 

provides a baseline for the importance of key attributes in wine purchasing, which allows 

analysis of the relative importance of sustainability, quality control standards and traceability.   

Literature review  

Sustainability 

Interest in sustainable production and consumption has increased at all levels of agriculture 

and the food chain (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). However, whether consumer interests, 

attitudes and perceptions towards sustainability impact buying decisions is highly disputed. 

Studies by Collins, Steg, & Koning (2007); Schlegelmilch, Bohlen, & Diamantopoulos 

(1996) and Vermeir & Verbeke (2006) claim consumers’ beliefs and involvement with 

sustainable and environmental responsibilities correlate strongly with the intention to buy 

sustainable products. An alternative view is that intention is not always predictive of peoples’ 

behaviour (Kraus, 1995; Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005). An issue with measuring 

importance directly is that consumers are not forced to trade off different attributes against 

each other, and therefore relative importance is not measured (Louviere and Islam, 2008).  

In Australia, Remaud et al.’s (2008) study forced consumers to trade-off different attributes 

in a discrete wine choice experiment and found organic and sustainable attributes to be 

unimportant overall, but identified one consumer segment that valued environmental and 

organic claims. Our knowledge of the literature does not show how important sustainable 

claims are to consumers in wine export markets. We believe the attitudes towards purchasing 

sustainable goods are likely to differ among the countries chosen for this study. Cross-

cultural differences in attitudes towards sustainability stem from each country’s history and 

varying stages of development towards sustainable practices, such as laws regarding 

recycling. Thus we expect differences in purchase behaviour and attribute importance across 

countries as a result of local culture, attitudes, behaviour, values and availability.  
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Quality control standards 

Sustainable claims are credence characteristics that compete with other quality signals used 

by consumers to reduce risk during purchase (Mitchell & Greatorex, 1988). Wine quality 

perception before purchase is a result of a variety of quality signals, including medals and 

awards, high prices, brands, and well-known regions of origin (Lockshin, et al. 2006). 

Quality expectations at purchase can deviate from the quality experienced during 

consumption. Quality standards aim to minimise the deviation between expected and 

experienced quality and reduce risk.  

Region of origin was developed and used as a quality control standard for wine over 100 

years ago (Combris, Lecocq, & Visser, 1997) and remains a major quality control standard in 

this category. Whilst quality control is embedded in regional denominations in European 

countries (e.g. the AOC in France), quality control in other countries is independent of 

region. As newer wine producing areas try to develop a reputation for quality, there is 

growing interest in other quality control standards, such as the American Viticultural Area 

(AVA) system (Johnson & Bruwer, 2007) and the Australian Geographical Indication (GI) 

system (Battaglene, 2005), but the development of these standards does not necessarily mean 

consumers find them important when choosing wine. Different systems employed by 

different wine exporting countries could result in different consumer perceptions and 

therefore different relative importance of quality control standards between countries.  

Traceability 

To date, wine literature and general consumer opinion does not place great attention on 

traceability. A recent cross national study by Kehagia, et al. (2007) suggests that if quality 

seals guaranteed the production and the distribution process, there would be no need for 

traceability. However this cannot be proven until testing the level of importance relative to 

other cues. Whilst it is suggested that traceability may not be vital to wine consumers it has 

proven important across other categories. Consumer interest in food traceability has been 

raised due to mass health scares including Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (mad cow 

disease) and E. coli contaminated spinach (Pouliot & Sumner, 2008). These scares 

specifically relate to the red meat and fresh produce industries (Gracia & Zeballos, 2005; 

Hobbs et al., 2005; Pouliot & Sumner, 2008). 

Method 

Five countries representing different cultural and wine purchasing backgrounds were chosen 

for the study, which are likely to provide different results in the importance of sustainability, 

quality control, and traceability: UK, Ireland, west coast of the US, Canada, and Sweden. All 

five countries are important markets for Australian wine. The data was collected through an 

international consumer panel company using a short online survey. The sample consists of 

about 500 wine consumers, who drink wine at least once per month, in each country.  

Best Worst Scaling was developed to force consumers to make trade offs by choosing the 

most important and the least important attributes from a series of choice sets (Louviere & 

Islam, 2008). Best Worst Scaling is the most appropriate method for this study as it allows 

cross-country comparisons without cross-cultural measurement issues, thus resulting in a 

ratio scale allowing the importance of different attributes to be compared (Auger, Devinney, 

& Louviere, 2007).  
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Recent research has shown price discounts, brand name, region and previous liking of the 

taste to be important drivers of consumer choice for wine (Lockshin, et al., 2006; Lockshin, 

et al., 2009). The findings of these studies are a benchmark from which consumers’ relative 

importance of these new claims can be analysed. For this particular study seven attributes in 

total (four known and three of interest) were selected. These attributes were grouped into 

seven choice sets (each consisting of four attributes) using a balanced incomplete block 

design (Street & Burgess, 2007). In each choice set respondents chose the most important 

(best) and least important (worst) attribute for them when purchasing wine.  

Best Worst scores were first calculated on the aggregated level by using the square root of 

Best/Worst, and then standardising the scores to 100 for the most important attribute in each 

country (Lee, Soutar & Louviere, 2008). All scores were then interpreted relative to each 

other. The second calculation is the individual count of Best minus the count of Worst for 

each attribute for each person, which we used for statistical testing of the differences in 

attribute importance across the countries using Tukey’s studentized T-test as well as for the 

latent class clustering (Mueller & Rungie, 2009). 

Results and Discussion 

Table 1 compares the relative importance of each of the seven attributes within and across the 

five countries. The most important attribute across all countries, ‘taste’ is standardised to 

100% as the index with the remaining attributes listed relative to this in each country. A 

potential explanation for taste being the most important attribute is that a repurchase of a 

well-liked wine is ‘less risky’ due to previous experience (Mitchell & Greatorex, 1988). This 

common consumer perception explains why taste is chosen as the most important attribute 

across all countries. All other attributes are only up to one third as important as taste; 

however, the rank order of importance differs between countries with quality control ranked 

second in three of five countries. The link consumers make between taste and quality 

(Wandel & Bugge, 1997) could explain this high ranking.  

For the Best Worst analysis, sustainability was referred to as ‘sustainable grape growing and 

wine making’. Sustainability was ranked third in Sweden and fourth on the west coast of the 

US, but fifth or sixth otherwise. As seen in Table 1 the relative importance of sustainability 

fluctuates between Ireland (ranked 6th) and Sweden (ranked 2nd). A range of 14% is the 

greatest cross-cultural variation among all attributes analysed. The results reflect that 

aggregate levels of environmental concern differ across countries. Possible reasons for these 

cross-cultural differences in sustainability importance are associated with local culture, 

attitudes, social beliefs, behaviour, values and availability. These were not tested in this study 

and future research should consider measuring them. Traceability was ranked last in all 

countries. The UK and Ireland have the same ranking across all attributes, while other 

countries show a statistically significant difference for all attributes except for ‘taste’ and 

traceability.  
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Table 1: Average importance * and ranking (1-7) of wine attributes for five countries 

 
UK Ireland 

US         
(west coast) 

Canada Sweden 

N 525 533 516 519 505 

Like the taste 100   (1) 100   (1) 100   (1) 100   (1) 100   (1) 

Reputable region 29   (2) 30   (2) 28   (2) 33   (3) 25   (3) 

Quality control 22   (3) 18   (3) 28   (2) 34   (2) 27   (2) 

Brand 19   (4) 17   (4) 17   (5) 21   (4) 18   (5) 

Price promotion 17   (5) 15   (5) 9   (7) 10   (6) 6   (7) 

Sustainability 15   (6) 11   (6) 18   (4) 17   (5) 25   (3) 

Traceability 9   (7) 10   (7) 9   (7) 10   (6) 9   (6) 

* Standardised ratio scale from Sqrt(B/W) 

While the previous table compares the differences between countries as homogeneous 

entities, research by Lockshin and Cohen (2010) shows that differences between countries 

can be explained by the different sizes of similar consumer segments across countries. A 

latent class cluster analysis over all 2,598 respondents resulted in a solution with four classes 

(BIC criterion). Table 2 shows the relative attribute importance and relative size for all four 

segments. We can identify segment C2, which represents almost 30 per cent of all wine 

consumers as the strongest in valuing sustainable claims. For these consumers a positive 

experience from previous consumption is closely followed by a reputable region and quality 

control, while sustainability is the fourth most important attribute. This segmentation 

provides the important insight that the sustainability claim is most successful if it is offered 

from a reputable region that has implemented a successful quality control program.  

 
Table 2: Importance of wine attributes for segments and over all respondents 

(Standardised ratio scale from Sqrt(B/W)) 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 average 

 
Price & brand 

Quality, 

sustainability 
Brand 

Previous 

consumption 
 

Relative size 30% 29% 27% 14% 100% 

Like the taste 100 100 100 100 100 

Reputable region 20 63 38 11 36 

Quality control 12 62 26 18 31 

Brand 32 6 62 1 28 

Sustainability 8 34 17 13 19 

Price promotion 43 2 2 14 16 

Traceability 6 16 12 5 10 

Table 3 presents the relative size of the four identified consumer segments in each of the five 

countries of this study. It is not surprising that the UK and Ireland, where sustainability was 

found to be of lowest importance in Table 1, also have a smaller sustainable segment C2. 

While the cross-country comparison above might suggest that these markets are not 

worthwhile targeting for a sustainable producer, the segmentation reveals a significant 

consumer base of about one fifth, who value sustainable claims. The sustainable segment is 

strongest in the west coast US and Sweden, followed by Canada. A producer of sustainable 
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wine has to consider the relative size of the sustainable segment together with the overall 

market size, which for instance is relatively small for Sweden. 

 
Table 3: Relative segment size per country (all in per cent) 

 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 Sum 

 Price & 

brand 

Quality, 

sustainability 
Brand 

Previous 

consumption 
 

Overall size 30% 29% 27% 14% 100 

US 23 36 28 13 100 

Sweden 16 36 38 10 100 

Canada 27 30 29 14 100 

UK 41 23 20 17 100 

Ireland 41 21 20 18 100 

 

The results of the post-hoc segmentation, which provide producers insights for potential 

targeting strategies, cannot be completely detailed here. Consumers in the sustainable 

segment were found to be older, more wine involved, had higher subjective product 

knowledge, perceived less risk when trying out new wines, and were more likely to purchase 

at higher price points in specialty stores. There were no differences regarding gender or wine 

consumption frequency.   
 

Conclusion  

Previous research has uncovered consumer interest in sustainability (Collins, et al., 2007; 

Schlegelmilch, et al., 1996; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006), but has not placed it as one of a set of 

attributes in the wine purchase decision. This research shows that in this context 

sustainability is less important to consumers than other credence characteristics like quality 

control. One consistent segment across all countries was identified in which sustainability has 

a greater resonance. This segment has a higher share in Sweden and the west coast US and is 

smallest in Ireland and the UK. Wine producers and marketers could benefit from this study’s 

findings by targeting this segment with an offer that combines and communicates quality 

control and sustainable claims for products of reputable regions. Using the seven attributes 

tested in this study, the methodology could be useful across a range of environmental 

consumption fields. Best Worst Scaling provides one measurement of relative importance. A 

better prediction of actual behaviour and validation of the results could be verified using 

simulations of actual bottles and prices (Louviere & Islam, 2008).  
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