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... it’s all in the label: Connecting what’s in the bottle 
with a story

Welcome to this edition of the quarterly newsletter as a value-added service to members of the 
S A Wine Industry. The purpose is to provide you, the decision-maker, with meaningful insight 
into events, trends, opportunities and threats through the analysis of the ever-changing com-
petitive environment. The analytical approach is a multifaceted, multidisciplinary combination of 
scientific and non-scientific processes.

We trust that this publication will become part of your strategic thinking, strategic planning and 
decision-making process. You are welcome to send comments and suggestions to the pub-
lisher.
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Introduction
The most obvious and arguably the most 
important part of the wine package is the 
label. Unlike many other products that are 
instantly reached for based on brand recog-
nition such as Coca-Cola, most people do 
not take enough of an interest in wine to have 
a particular brand they go back to time after 
time. Wine label design is therefore one of 
the most important marketing tools wine 
producers have available to them. From the 
classic designs to those that bring some 
humour to the industry, wine labels are there 
to catch the wine consumer’s attention. With 
so many types of wines from so many parts 
of the world, market competition is increa-
sing. Wine makers are turning to label design 
to help them step up their sales more than 
ever before and to differentiate themselves 
from other players in the industry.

Originally wine labels held the responsibility 
of solely being a functional means of classify-

ing wines for cellaring. With the democratisa-
tion of wine, the influx of different varietals 
and the increase in wines available to the 
consumer, the label became a means of dif-
ferentiating one wine from another. The 

invention of the printing press allowed for 
more creativity in design rather than the 
simple typefaces and black ink. Wine labels 
have gone from handwritten parchment 
paper early in the 1600s to today’s labels 
which have the opportunity to be printed in 
full colour often with die cuts, lenticular art 
and photography. This aspect will be dis-
cussed in a little more detail later in this 
VinIntell edition.

What do wine labels mean? Is it purely just 
marketing or is it educational? Tanya Scholes 
asks this question in her publication, The Art 
and Design of Contemporary Wine Label. 
Scholes says a wine label with a bicycle on it 
from the Cono Sur estate in the Chilean 
Colchagua Valley prompted her to find out 
what the story is behind the bicycle on its 
labeli. The response was that the bicycle is 
part of Cono Sur estate’s motto of being kind 
to nature. In addition, many vineyard workers 
cycle to work daily. Scholes concluded that a 
wine label should tell not just any story but 
rather specific stories, about “history, farming 
practices, winemaking philosophy, personal 
anecdotes, environment and, heart and soul 
of the people, places and experiences behind 
each vintage.”

Labels, the voice of wine
A label is the most important variable in the 
success of the wine. While distribution plays 
an important part, even if a wine is on every 
shelf, if it is not attracting attention, or resona-
ting with the consumer it does not matter how 
many shelves the wine is on because that is 
where it is going to stay. The label is more 
often than not the differentiator between ignor-
ing and buying. It goes without saying really 
that the label has to catch the consumer’s eye 
on the shelf already packed with labels. In a 
survey taken in the US a few years ago, 
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some 36% of U.S. wine drinkers said that 
they are confused by wine labels. More than 
half, 51%, said that labels on imported wines 
are especially difficult to read. In a response 
that may send wine marketers right around 
the bend, 75% of wine consumers said that 
even when they really like a wine, they some-
times cannot remember the nameii. More 
than half of those surveyed said they find 
wines with humorous labels appealing, and 
81% said they want labels that are clear and 
easy to understand.

Labels should also reflect the wine in the 
bottle, which is not the same thing as simply 
catching the eye. Wine labels convey many 
aspects of the content of the container: fla-
vour, variety, occasion and other important 
information. Most importantly they convey a 
mood designed to grab the target market of 
the wine maker, whether aimed at young 

consumers who prefer youthful and modern 
labels or wine connoisseurs who prefer a 
classic labeliii. A well-crafted wine label deli-
vers information about the wine to a potential 
buyer, and it also helps create a lasting 
impression about the brand and helps esta-
blish the identity and credibility to potential 
consumers. The late wine critic Jerry Mead 
used to say that 60% of wine sales are based 
on that ever-elusive air around the bottle. In 
essence, Mead was referring to the way 
wines are packaged or, more specifically, 
how a label design can stimulate a consum-
er's interest in purchasing the product.

A label has to stand out in a crowd of com-
petition and needs to visually depict an 
authentic connection to the wine inside the 

bottle. While some wine labels use colourful 
images purely for marketing purposes, the 
trend seems to be that winemakers increas-
ingly see the value of the wine label as a 
means of connecting with their target market 
and using it as a tool to provide the con-
sumer with authentic information about the 
wine and from where it originates. Wine pro-
ducers are thus nowadays putting as much 
effort and pride into what is on the outside of 
the bottle as to what is the content is. The 
wine label has become the voice of the wine. 
“People buy with their eyes,” says Michael 
Mondavi says. The label not only has func-
tional duties (such as telling the consumer 
what blend the wine is and where it is from), 
but it provides another, more intimate, layer 
of information to the wine. Further, it does not 
just differentiate but it acts as a “cheerleader 
that ultimately attracts enough attention to 
have the bottle picked up off the shelf. The 
shelf is just a wall of competition; the label 
could be the factor that causes the con-
sumer to choose the wine if they haven’t 
gone into the store to buy something spe-
cific. Consumers gravitate to what appeals 
most to them.”

•••

“These little pieces of papar carry huge 
responsibiliies. At the end of the day, a wine 

lable is a piece of art. Each label must be 
desined to tell a unique story,” Micheal 

Mondavi

•••

•••

“If your wine label isn't conveying a distinct 
story, speaking to your winery's unique identi-
ty and creating a lasting impression, it's not 
doing its job.” - Christopher Sawyer, 2010

•••

•••

“The shelf is just a wall of competition; the 
label could be the factor that causes the con-
sumer to choose the wine if they haven’t gone 

into the store to buy something specific. 
Consumers gravitate to what appeals most to 

them.”

•••
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In general, the goal of label design is to cre-
ate a striking visual image that can serve as 
a narrative or storybook about the producer 
and the contents of a bottle. The more atten-
tion the look of a container attracts, the more 
curious you are to find out what's inside. “A 
wine with a good image on the label is the 
kind that you want to pick up and study like 
a poem,” said Bob Nugent, curator of the 
Imagery Estate collection and author of 
Imagery: Art for Winev.

Label styles and designs
At this critical period when there are so many 
new wineries attempting to tell their stories 
through unique packaging label design is 
becoming increasingly important. It is also a 
time when older, more established wineries 
are currently attempting to rejuvenate the 
images of brands that have simply become 

tired or weary. “Everyone is trying to sell their 
juice, but they are all selling a different story,” 
said Patti Britton of Britton Design in the US. 
The goal of a good design is to help create a 
brand that is consistent, stable and solid and 
distinctive from all others. Design should 
assist in forming an identity for a brand and 
the products so they are both strong enough 
to challenge the trends that lay ahead, with-
out having to change the label on the bottle 
every five or six years. Label styles can be 
broadly categorised as the following: 
Prestigious, Stately, Classic, Vibrant Classic, 
Contemporary, Modern, Eclectic and Light-
Hearted. See each one illustrated in figure 1.

•••

Modern or contemporary label designs need 
to gain the confidence of millennials, in terms 

of wine quality. 

•••

Figure 1: Types of label styles

Source: Wine Intelligence
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In a survey conducted in October 2011 in the 
UK and the US by Wine Intelligence regular 
wine drinkers in both the UK and US find wine 
labels categorised by consumers as stately 
the most attractive. In both the US and UK, 
wine labels classified as prestigious, tradi-
tional looking labels with strong use of gold 
and black, were perceived as having the 
highest perception of quality among regular 
wine drinkers. In the UK, two out of three 
consumers found such labels very attractive 
or attractive. In the US, stately labels again 
came out top, but both modern and contem-
porary labels gave them a much closer run for 
their money in consumer perceptions of 
attractiveness. Stately labels are character-
ised by detail-oriented labels, with use of 
vineyard or chateau imagery and minimal use 
of colour. Modern labels have bright colours 
combined with modern images and limited 
text, while contemporary labels have stylised 
images, a muted colour palate and minimalist 
outlook. For informal occasions, such as a 
relaxing drink at home, eclectic style labels 
are preferred by women and contemporary 
wine labels by younger wine drinkers in the 
UK and US, although wine labels matter less 
when picking up a bottle for informal wine 
occasions in both markets (see figure 1 for 
illustrations).vi

Label trends
Label-related trends come and go and those 
highlighted here are the ones that are current.

Design trends become harder to 
spot
Design trends are getting harder to spot as 
the market becomes more niche-driven. The 
new trends in designs of wine labels globally 
however continue to surprise. A few trends 
can be mentioned:

At present, themes are all the rage: an 
example being a theme with a common 
motive namely transport. Boarding Pass 
Shiraz, a wine whose label is inspired by the 
boarding passes of aircrafts. At the back 
label you can see the instructions of use of 
wine, and the capsule is the sticker which 
identifies suitcases. Another is Neil Ashmead’s 
GTS (Grand Tourer Shiraz), a wine created as 
a tribute to the passion of cars and Neil 
Ashmead wines. This is an Australian wine 

with a label that looks like the cover of a car 
game from the Playstation and has as its 
main curiosity the cap, as shown in the pic-
ture; it seems like a gear shift.

Then there are the garage wines. The wines 
are handcrafted in small productions, based 
on the quality love and care a wine of great 
quality. What we could not think is that the 
concept of garage wine would be taken to its 



ultimate consequences, as we can see in the 
next bottle. The packaging is designed to 
simulate a car oil can.vii

Story-telling becomes more impor-
tant
As story-telling is becoming more important, 
the label is the pallet for the script whether it 
is a high-end or any other wine. High-end 
wines have done it for a while and getting 
back to the essence of what is in the bottle 
and tell the story should be the next trend. 
The stories that labels tell are told visually 
through amazing illustration, photography, 
graphics, typography — it can be big and 
bold or very subtle. Obviously, not all the 
details can be depicted in such a small space 
visually, which is where the back label and 
curiosity comes into play).viii Chateau Mouton 
Rothschild are said to be the forerunners for 
actually using the wine labels as an art form 
to communicate relevant creative and some-
times social messages rather than simply the 
semantics of what was inside the bottle. The 
Mondavis were innovators and change 
agents. The Australians and Californians as a 
whole however, have been modern leaders 

with designing artful labels while great design 
work is coming out of almost every wine 
region around the globe these days, inclu-
ding South Africa, Canada, Austria, France, 
Greece and Israel.

The inclusion of an emotive issue remains 
contemporary such as animals. The inaugu-
ral Pinot Noir from The Little Penguin, impor-
ted by Foster’s from Australia is a case in 
point. Those labels are really designed for a 
younger market which has little knowledge of 
vintage wines and that buys on price and 
label.

Another trend is the fact that designs and 
designers have to work harder to differentiate 
and attract attention. There is so much visual 
noise when you walk into a wine merchant 
and a label should therefore attracts atten-
tion, have brand equity, and also be memo-
rable. So the design has to have something 
about it that would make it easy to remember 
e.g. an animal or a pretty flower. There are 
also other ways to attract attention. There 
are brands coming out with more concept-
oriented labels, more like an advertising 
image which has a catchy and memorable 
concept—labels like 7 Deadly Zins with its 

7
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clever play on words. The Seven Zins actu-
ally refer to the seven Lodi growers who 
contributed their old vine zinfandel grapes to 
this blend. The wine is made from grapes 
whose vines which are on average around 50 
years old and the result is a rich wine with 
blackberry and cherry fruit flavors and a 
strong peppery note.ix

Technology impacts on design
Evolving technology is changing the nature of 
label design. Consumers like labels that tell a 
story, but this story has to be told fast, simple 
and concise. The technical process of pres-
sure-sensitive labels has changed the design 
process. More labels are pressure sensitive 
now. They do not take an embossing as well 
as the old sheetfed proces

Technically, the modern digital age has 
helped widen the scope of visual images 
available for designers to work with. In par-

ticular, colour is often an important part of 
this equation. This is especially true with the 
new designer labels expressly created for 
value-priced wines, which can often feature 
two or three separate colour schemes that 
are vibrant and eye-catching. One of the 
examples of this style is Dahlia, a brand 
launched by a large retailer featuring 
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir wines made with 
fruit from the Central Coast. To add extra pop 
to the label, the image of the multi-colour 
Dahlia flower, created by Michael Osborne 
Design, is outlined with a bold dark blue line 
and set against a background of violet and 
purple. In essence, it is a distinctive image 
that draws the eyes of consumers to the 
bottle.

Another technical trend is the use of pres-
sure-sensitive digital presses, a technique 
that essentially makes the bottle look like it 
has been silk-screened. This is a grand 
departure from the old-fashioned designs 
that commonly included the use of glue-
based lithograph labels. While this method is 
a bit more expensive, prices do tend to even 
out with larger quantities. Counterfeiting has 
impacted on modern label trends especially 
from a technical viewpoint.x Fabien Bourgies, 
Avery Dennison global director, said at the 
September 2011 London International Wine 
Fair (LIWF) that the global problem of coun-
terfeiting has been a particular issue for 
European wine brands. Earlier in 2011, hun-
dreds of fake bottles of Jacob’s Creek wine 
were found to be on sale in the UK. Believed 
to have been from China, the bottles looked 
identical to the genuine product except for a 
mistake on the label claiming it to be a ‘Wine 
of Austrlia (sic). The security needs of a prod-
uct are judged on three levels, depending on 
the value of the brand, and there is increas-
ing collaboration with printers to make a label 
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harder to copy. The lowest level of brand 
protection includes features like holograms, 
security threads, security papers and 
destructible films and void materials. The 
security level can be enhanced using fea-
tures like customised UV print and 2D holo-
grams. The top level offers protection to high 
value products with personalised security 
features using IR or DNA taggents. This uses 
plant-based DNA to provide a forensic chain 
of evidence that can be used to prosecute 
counterfeiters.

Labels are art
Then there is the design trend to use repro-
duced prints of original artwork on labels and 
enlisting a well-known designer to design a 
label. A growing number of brands have 
used types of special artist series labels to 
market premium or ultra-premium wines. 
Examples include Chateau Mouton 
Rothschild in Bordeaux, Peter Lehmann in 
South Eastern Australia, and brands such as 
Camellia Cellars and Artiste in California. 

Another example of a 
designer being commis-
sioned is fashion 
designer Karl Lagerfeld’s 
design of a wine label 
for the 350th anniver-
sary of Chanel-owned 
Château Rauzan-Ségla. 
The label surfaced in 
September 2011 and it 
is a signature Karl 
Lagerfeld illustration of 
the Château. It seems 
he took the Château’s 
label and gave it the Karl 
touch with his pastel 
smud-ges and waterco-
lours.xii

An equally intriguing 
trend is the fact that the 
new label designs must be geared towards 
being sold beyond the retail shelves. This is 
especially true with the continued growth of 
wine sales in restaurants, where potential 
consumers have unique opportunities to 
study the design of the label and the con-
tents of what's inside the bottle once the 
cork is pulled. In the end, all the designers 
agreed that they are very choosey about the 
clients they work with. The design may be 
good, but consumers will not buy another 
bottle if the taste of the wine does not live up 
to expectations

Demand for sustainability
Consumer demand for sustainability is hav-
ing a continued impact on labels, design and 
related technology. The continued shift from 
wet glue to self-adhesive labels is a major 
source of competitive opportunity in the con-
text that a switch to self-adhesive technology 
could offer an efficient, cheaper, light weight 
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solution, as well as being suited to large and 
small runs. Self-adhesive labels bring a pre-
mium look to the label whilst providing oper-
ational advantages such as faster reel 
changeovers, less waste, reduced clean up 
and flexibility to accommodate different label 
shapes and sizes and innovative design. 
Penetration of pressure sensitive labels in the 
wine sector has doubled in six years, up from 
27% in 2004 to 55% in 2010.

In a similar vein and in a global first, wine 
consumers in New Zealand now find carbon 
reduction labels outlining a wine’s carbon 
footprint after the New Zealand Wine 
Corporation’s (NZWC) Mobius Malborough 
Sauvignon Blanc hit the shelves earlier in 
2011. The first of what is expected to 
become a trend among wine labeling shows 
the wine’s carbon footprint has been mea-
sured at 190g CO2 per 125ml serving. The 

carbon reduction label 
helps people easily 
identify products that 
are actively working to 
reduce their carbon 
footprint. The move is 
seen as having signifi-
cant benefits, given its 
world first status.xiii 

Leading French global 
wine and drinks group 
Castel has also imple-
mented a far-reaching 
environmental pro-
gram, and its label 
partners are a strong 
part of the team. In 

2010, Castel launched an ambitious sustain-
ability program, creating the post of environ-
mental manager reporting directly to the 
board and setting up project teams at the 
local level. The company is committed to a 
5% reduction in energy and water consump-
tion over the next 18 months, along with 
reduction in CO2 emissions and chemical 
inputs. Among the packaging and labels-
related commitments are introducing sol-
vent-free adhesives and adhesive labels with 
recyclable backings.xiv The company’s use of 
pressure sensitive labels has been growing, 
and now accounts for one quarter of its over-
all wine label usage for the reserve wines, 
and the company’s mass market table wine 
brands.

Conclusion
In conclusion it is clear that a wine label is not 
only the voice of the wine, but the voice of 
the winemaker, the estate workers and the 
winery as well. It is an effective medium to tell 
a story. A label is the packaging for all the 
emotion, pride, creativity, blood, sweat and 
tears of vintage that goes into wine and it 
should be used accordingly. It should work 
for the wine that it is representing stand out 
in the crowd. Extend that pride to the outside 
of the bottle and engage the curiosity of the 
consumer to make a wine’s uniqueness work 
for it. Labels are not just about aesthetics; 
they should sell the wine.
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