
 

Natural wine: do consumers know what it is, and how natural it really is? 

 

Abstract 

 

Natural wine is a small but rapidly growing sector within the wine industry. Expertise in 

the field has been advanced by wine experts and professionals, while publications to aid 

in further understanding the topic lag behind. This manuscript highlights the need to 

develop more rigorous methodologies to better understand the market segment of 

natural wine, its consumers, and their composition and behaviour. Moreover, it calls for 

a deeper theoretical engagement with the notion of natural wine, which positions it 

among other sustainable and ecological certifications, including organic, biodynamic or 

sulphite-free. This would allow researchers to advance from the current state of 

knowledge, which continues to limit our ‘practical’ capacity for advice to policy makers 

but not to winemakers and marketers. These theoretical and methodological 

developments would allow scholars to catch up with debates being held by different 

social actors in the natural wine scene, including winemakers’ and consumer 

associations, bloggers, writers and professional marketers. 
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Natural wine is an emergent and rapidly growing trend in the wine sector that has come 

to stay. Scholarly contributions addressing natural wine are rather scarce, and thus wine 

bloggers, specialists and professionals have taken the lead in becoming better 

acquainted with natural wine, and exploring and disclosing it to a wider public. The 

recent publication by Galati et al. (2019) in Journal of Cleaner Production (JCLP) 

entitled ‘“Natural wine” consumers and interest in label information: An analysis of 

willingness to pay in a new Italian wine market segment’ is therefore a welcome 

scholarly contribution to catch up with real-world developments in the wine world. The 

paper presents an interesting topic worthy of investigation, namely the first descriptive 

study on consumer preferences about natural wine. However, what emerges from Galati 

and colleagues’ manuscript is an exploratory study (non-probabilistic), stressing the 

need of further investigation on the market segment of natural wine. Since research 

results should have normative implications regarding the unregulated field of natural 



wine, and because wine distributors and policy makers are likely to be among the 

readership of the study, it is important to clarify the limitations and difficulties posed by 

their interpretation of the information provided by the study.  

Previous research on consumers’ attention already showed that the information reported 

on labels may mislead consumers, especially for food and wine, and that the use of self-

administered surveys to analyse this question may overestimate people’s understanding 

of labels (Annunziata, Pomarici et al. 2016). Galati and colleagues (2019) ventured into 

this study, becoming the first investigation in the field to identify which consumers are 

willing to pay for natural wine and what information on the label influences their 

choice. To do so, they carried out an experimental online survey with 286 Italian wine 

consumers. In this context, Galati et al. (2019) admit that “the findings of this study are 

limited by the sampling procedure, which is not probabilistic, and by the method of 

administering the questionnaire (online survey)”, which is not the best choice to reach a 

target market representatively. 

In this sense, the main limitation of this contribution is the lack of clarity regarding the 

link between the results of the survey and the market segment of natural wine 

consumers. The authors try to minimize the hypothetical bias in the online setting 

through a ‘cheap talk’ with participants about their preferences. However, it is not clear 

how natural wine was presented to respondents in their ‘cheap talk’, and whether 

consumers had clear notions of what natural wine was. 

It is not surprising that the relationship between the contents, the data and the methods 

leads to counterintuitive results and conclusions. Thus, our critique is not 

methodological, but aimed instead at the broader approach regarding labelling 

requirements worldwide for natural wine. In other words, the problem is not that the 

sample procedure is probabilistic or not, neither is it that the sample is small or based on 

willingness to participate. Rather, the problem is the absence of a priori methodological 

criteria providing a robust underpinning, before conducting an exploratory quantitative 

study. Indeed, the context of natural wine consumption merits further investigation in 

order to identify consumption habits and attitudes towards labelling information. 

This involves addressing the problem about how to delimit and define a target 

population, price range and specific frequencies of natural wine consumption in order to 

choose the most suitable sampling procedure. Previous studies about the willingness to 

pay for sustainable, organic or non-sulphite wines have employed non-probabilistic 

sampling procedures (Mollá-Bauzá, Martinez-Carrasco et al. 2005, D'Amico, Di Vita et 



al. 2016, Delmas, Gergaud et al. 2016, Amato, Ballco et al. 2017). In the work of Galati 

and co-authors a convenient sample was designated, supposedly representing Italian 

wine consumers active in social media such as Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter, or 

with an e-mail account. Thereafter, the number of ‘valid’ questionnaire responses makes 

no difference, because readers do not know the level of representativeness of the 

population segment under study. Without detracting from the Galati et al., (2019) study 

and the merit it rightfully deserves, it would indeed be desirable to consider a stratified 

statistical sample of natural wine consumers. This would advance knowledge on the 

topic and focus on future research. Therefore, it would also be productive to gain greater 

knowledge of the natural wine market and its socio-demographic consumption 

characteristics, currently almost totally unknown. This would permit establishing 

minimum stratification quotas of the consumers and representative segmentation 

variables. 

Take for instance the important question about purchase or consumption frequency, an 

indicator of familiarity with a certain product that is consequently related to the 

importance consumers confer on extrinsic cues and labels (Chocarro, Cortiñas et al. 

2009). Thus, in Table 1, looking at the dummy variable ‘Drink occasion’, readers see 

that a numerical or scale variable regarding ‘main wine consumption occasion’ was 

included in the survey and that such a variable is then transformed into a dichotomous 

categorical variable so that ‘0’ means ‘during mealtimes’, and ‘1’ means ‘convivial’, 

resulting in an average of 0.611 and a standard deviation of 0.489. But future research 

could show conclusive evidence on the relevance of ‘drink occasion’ for natural wine 

consumers in which ‘during mealtimes’ or ‘convivial’ may not be dichotomous. 

Without wishing to deviate too much from the important contribution of Galati et al., 

(2019) about the Italian context, it is apparent from our ethnographic material based on 

qualitative methods that consumers of natural wine are not standard wine consumers or 

‘supermarket goers’, at least in Spain and Portugal. Not only they, but also natural 

winemakers tend to present different production philosophies that connect with 

alternative distribution channels and consumers (hidden quotation). Winemakers tend to 

know their consumers personally, owing to their small output; and many consumers 

would prefer to buy in bulk, not to speak of the mistrust most of them have in ‘organic’ 

(or biodynamic) certifications etc. Therefore, it would be interesting to encourage 

research taking into account geographical particularities and natural wine markets as a 

new and well-differentiated production/consumption segment. 



A further issue, for instance, concerns the definition of the variable ‘Willing to Pay 

(WTP) for Natural Wine’, associated with three categories ‘0: participants are not WTP 

for natural wine’; ‘1: participants are WTP between €5.50 - €7’, and ‘2: between €7.50 

and €10’. From our research experience in the Spanish and Portuguese contexts (hidden 

quotation), the average price of natural wine exceeds €10 on average, being 

considerably higher than conventional wine. With such geographical particularities, a 

comprehensive study of natural wine consumers and their choices and motivations 

would be a great asset, especially focusing on the positioning of natural wine, compared 

to conventional. This would be interesting for policy makers, marketers and wine 

professionals. Further research is needed in order to establish solid grounds for applied 

implications. 

As natural winemakers and researchers on natural wine ourselves, we are well aware of 

the lack of knowledge among consumers of the meaning of natural wine, even among 

organic wine consumers, as others have also shown (Moscovici and Reed 2018). This 

confusion around natural wine is related, as Galati et al. (2019) correctly point out, to 

the lack of legislation and regulation worldwide, beyond that promoted by natural 

winemakers’ associations themselves (Alonso González and Parga-Dans 2018). 

However, it is also due to the misleading perception of wine as already being natural or 

‘green’ (Jacobsen 2010, De Salvo, Capitello et al. 2019), and to the confusion reigning 

among the various systems certifying one form or another of ‘cleaner’ or ‘ecological’ 

production (Jones and Grandjean 2017). A further explanatory factor is the low level of 

awareness among wine consumers of the concept of sustainability and the growing 

range of products claiming to be so (Janssen and Hamm 2012), with regard to the 

expansion of the marketing of quality in the wine world (Parga-Dans and Alonso 

González 2017). 

More often than not, consumers confuse biodynamic with organic (Delmas and Grant 

2014, Delmas and Lessem 2017), lump natural wines together with organic wines 

overall, or even with wines with oenological defects (Delmas, Gergaud et al. 2016). 

Deciphering organic labels becomes even more complicated because of the growing 

number of international regulations in the world of wine, each providing a different 

interpretation of ‘organic’ (Rojas-Méndez, Le Nestour et al. 2015, Parga Dans, Alonso 

González et al. 2019). Moreover, although consumer interest in ecological products can 

generally be connected to the organic production method or associated with not using 

environmental pollutants (Baur, Getz et al. 2017), other consumers may be interested in 



naturalness solely for other positive health reasons (Schäufele and Hamm 2017). That 

is, there are other aspects of sustainability that deserve more research focus, including 

whether or not organic is substantially less pollutant regarding notions of proximity, less 

carbon emissions, fair trade, and the like (Remaud and Sirieix 2012). 

In the light of such widespread consumer confusion, how can we know if respondents to 

the survey by Galati et al. (2019) were actually referring to natural wine when filling in 

the questionnaire, and not to biodynamic, organic or sulphite-free wines? Again, it is 

not our aim to focus only a methodological critique, but on the complexity regarding 

methodological choices in such a sector about which we currently know little in terms 

of consumer preferences and habits. Which leads us to another question: why did the 

authors exclude 24 of the 286 surveys from the sample, among other reasons, because 

they were not wine drinkers? Why not exclude drinkers of conventional wines instead, 

or those who did not consume organic products at all?  

Another aspect deserving attention is the conceptual confusion on natural wine. As 

explained by Galati and colleagues, there is currently no official definition or approved 

legislation for natural wine; nor are there organizations that can certify natural wine. 

However, the authors do not discuss the perspective adopted for their research. They 

vaguely associate natural wine with the definition provided by VinNature, an Italian 

association of natural winemakers. This, first of all, does not define what is a natural 

wine, but only the productive practices allowed within the association. We do not want 

to question this view or delve to deeply into the issue, but just to show how, for 

instance, the definition provided by VinNature allows winemakers to add a maximum of 

50 mg/litre of sulphites. This stance is rejected by many other natural winemakers’ 

associations in Europe, from the French SAINS to the Spanish AVN and alternative 

Italian natural wine groups, who advocate that natural wines should be without added 

sulphites (see Table 1). 

 

Association  Definition of natural wine Norms 
Raw Wine (UK, 

Germany, USA) 

 

Natural Wine is farmed organically or 

biodynamically, using permaculture or the like) 

and made (or rather transformed) without adding 

or removing anything in the cellar. No additives 

or processing aids are used, and ‘intervention’ in 

the naturally occurring fermentation process is 

kept to a minimum. As such, neither fining nor 

(tight) filtration are used. The result is 

a living wine – wholesome and full of naturally 

occurring microbiology 

Vineyard: 

Organic/Biodynamic Grapes  

Cellar: No additives (no 

sulphite added), no fining, 

no  filtration 

L’Association des Natural wine is: A wine whose grapes come from Vineyard: 



Vins Naturels 

(France) 

 

organic or biodynamic agriculture, A wine that is 

vinified and bottled without any input or 

additives. 

Organic/Biodynamic Grapes  

Cellar: No additives (no 

sulphite added) 
S.A.I.N.S. (France) 

 

Natural wine without no inputs and no sulphites 

added. 

No additives (no sulphite 

added) 
Vini Veri (Italy) 

 

Lack of definition Vineyard: Organic Grapes 

Cellar: Sulphur dioxide 

cannot exceed 80mg/l for 

dry wines and 100mg/l for 

sweet wines 
VinNatur (Italy) 

 

Lack of definition Vineyard: No synthetic 

pesticides 

Cellar: Sulphur dioxide 

cannot exceed 50mg/l  
APVN (Spain) 

 

Natural wine is wine made with natural grapes, 

without adding or removing anything from that 

grape 

Vineyard: No chemical 

fertilizers, herbicides, 

pesticides, systemic 

fungicides or genetically 

engineered organisms are 

used. 

Cellar: No sulphite added 
Table 1. Different views of natural wine by various international natural wine associations. Source: 

authors. 

 

This adds confusion to consumers, some of whom tend to equate sulphite-free wines 

with natural wines. The question is: did this also happen in the survey conducted by 

Galati et al. (2019)? Did the people involved in the survey know the differences 

between natural, organic, biodynamic and sulphite-free wines, and their different labels? 

This information would be crucial for the interpretation of research results. It would 

have been useful to explain the dynamics of the survey to allow readers to interpret 

responses in context. This is done in many other studies, which provide detailed 

information about the wine labels presented in the surveys, such as certifications, 

varieties, references to naturalness, and the like (e.g. Remaud and Sirieix 2012, Mariani 

and Vastola 2015, Capitello and Sirieix 2019). 

The definition of natural wine is not just a minor issue, because it makes a difference in 

terms of the relevance, accuracy and depth of the survey results. For instance, it would 

be interesting to discern to what extent consumers trust a certification such as organic, 

provided by public institutions, a biodynamic certification sustained by a private 

company such as Demeter, a simple claim to ‘naturalness’ without certifications, or 

merely one associated with a certain group or association like VinNatur or any other 

(see Figure 1).  



 

Figure 1. Some major ecological wine labels and certifying bodies. Source: 

http://winefolly.com/tutorial/beyond-organic-certified-sustainable-wine/ 

 

This would surely complicate matters but also add relevance to the survey. As 

mentioned before, many natural winemakers reject certifications for financial or ethical 

reasons (Alonso González and Parga Dans 2018), while others believe that natural 

wines should only be ‘untouched’ in the cellar, disregarding the provenance of the 

grapes. Some natural winemakers that we interviewed during our ethnography in Spain 

and Portugal openly claimed that they bought grapes from neighbours employing 

conventional agricultural methods, far from organic production. This can be explained 

because the APVN in Spain does not require ecological certification of the vineyards, 

while in Portugal there is no current definition or association promoting natural wine, 

only natural winemakers themselves. The study by Galati et al. (2019) in Italy, however, 

assumes that ‘natural’ wines are situated at one end of a gradient from most ‘pure’ and 

uncontaminated, to conventional wines at the other end. Other ongoing research we are 

carrying out based on chemical analysis of wines shows the presence of heavy metals 

and agricultural chemical residues in natural wines. What are readers to make of this 

contradiction, then? 

http://winefolly.com/tutorial/beyond-organic-certified-sustainable-wine/


The debate about viticulture in natural wine should not be taken for granted, as if the 

issue was devoid of tensions and debates, which have been the subject of a relatively 

recent review in JCLP (Christ and Burritt 2013). Indeed, the evaluation of sustainability 

in both viticulture and wine remains a hot topic (Merli, Preziosi et al. 2018). Thus, 

organic and biodynamic practices can be considered as more environmentally friendly 

from a certain perspective based on locality and individual assessments (Villanueva-

Rey, Vázquez-Rowe et al. 2014, Alonso González, Parga-Dans et al. 2017). However, 

based on a similar Life Cycle Assessment method but from a perspective that sees 

sustainability as a global comprehensive goal, conventional cultivation on espalier has 

been interpreted as causing the lowest environmental impact at the lowest costs because 

it is largely more productive and can feed more mouths (Falcone, De Luca et al. 2016).  

Others such as Point et al. (2012) advocate a more comprehensive assessment that takes 

into account other environmental issues, such as the use of lighter bottles or transport 

media. In this same vein, Martins et al. (2018) have recently compared the 

environmental impact of a highly valuable terroir wine with a conventional wine in 

Portugal. They found that the terroir winery, focusing on quality rather than quantity, 

ultimately had relatively more environmental impact due to a more complex heavier 

package and the need to export long-distance. These results are not surprising, as most 

natural winemakers in Spain are forced to export their wines far away, to the US or 

Japan, due to lack of internal markets, not to speak of biodynamic winemakers 

importing their Steinerian-biodynamic concoctions from Switzerland (Parga-Dans and 

Alonso González 2017). We are not advocating any of these positions and do not want 

to fall into a who’s right debate, we just aim to expose the complexity of the debates 

initiated by Galati et al. (2019) in their paper. The point is how to navigate through all 

this complexity and eventually produce robust research to help natural winemakers find 

their own consumption segments in local or proximity markets, avoiding the problems 

of long-distance export and complex packaging? 

After discussing the above, we must ultimately ask if the label is the key gateway to 

exploring the field of natural wine and its consumers. Natural winemakers tend to avoid 

supermarkets and instead seek alternative distribution pathways, based on networks of 

specialized merchants, shops and online stores (Parga Dans, Alonso González et al. 

2019). The natural wine movement can indeed be studied as a social movement, 

requiring a specific understanding of its consumers and a more detailed analysis of the 

logic behind its operations. This reality questions the centrality of the label as a 



cornerstone of consumer behaviour. Indeed, natural wine is a classic example of 

asymmetric information concerning a credence good, whereby producers know about 

product origin and characteristics but consumers cannot verify it to make optimal 

choices, even after purchase (Alonso González and Parga-Dans 2018).  

Moreover, in the context of natural wine, consumer decisions can derive more from 

knowledge based on personal relationships and previous values, than ‘information’ 

displayed on labels (Grunert, Hieke et al. 2014). This is so because the expected 

benefits of natural wine versus organic, biodynamic or sulphite-free are unknown, and 

consumers lack previous experience to determine their choice. This again highlights the 

need to further and more precisely describe and contextualize the terms of surveys in 

this area. Especially since, as mentioned before, inter-personal relations are at least as 

important as (or more than) label information in natural wine production, consumption 

and distribution networks. Many high-end importers from Japan, Canada or the US even 

require natural winemakers to present analyses of heavy metals and phytochemical 

residues before marketing their wines. Other individual consumers, wine-bars and 

restaurants prefer to buy wines in bulk from nearby natural winemakers, many of which 

sell most of their production through these channels. Again, it is difficult to see natural 

wines on display in supermarket shelves competing with conventional wines on the 

basis of label information. Where do all these ‘cleaner’ market relations fit into the 

bigger picture of organic wine products?  

Thus, there is certainly a need to better understand the relationship between natural wine 

and its consumers. But this relationship is mediated by a number of issues that need to 

be disentangled, which mediate consumer information and ultimately the rationale 

behind consumer behaviour. Natural wine is an emergent but still small market segment 

that deserves research, but which requires a specific focus within the already complex 

and sometimes confusing area of organic and sustainable wines. We are still lacking 

clear consumer segments and need to tackle specific target consumers, from 

supermarkets to organic food buyers, restaurants and specialized distributors. Light 

should also be shone on the tensions and complexities of this muddy terrain, rather than 

taking natural wine as a ‘matter of fact’ and taking for granted its definitions and 

boundaries. 

We concur with the authors regarding the urgent need to regulate natural wines at least 

at EU level, thus avoiding the confusion that reigns between the definitions provided by 

different natural wine associations. Something, by the way, already attempted without 



success by Italian natural winemakers’ associations at the EU headquarters in Brussels 

since 2017, including Vini di Vignaioli, Vignaioli e Territori, and Vignaioli Naturali 

Artigiani. This debate, overlooked by Galati et al. (2019), is still ongoing and presents 

manifold contributions by different specialists in natural wine, who offer constructive 

contributions to a more updated debate and survey on the topic. More importantly, as 

these associations also demand, an ingredient list should be mandatory for wine, which 

would avoid so much confusion among organic certifications (Parga-Dans and Alonso 

González 2017). In our view, this should be our main task as academics, based on 

current knowledge (see Annunziata, Pomarici et al. 2016). Indeed, sufficiently solid 

foundations are still needed, to arrive at clear implications beyond policy advice. One 

should also beware of providing tips for natural wine distributors and winemakers, 

many of which so small they would find it difficult to devise ‘green marketing 

strategies’ while managing their vineyards and wineries, often all by themselves. 

To conclude, with the current state of knowledge, offering practical or normative 

measures regarding marketing strategies or legislative proposals goes beyond the scope 

of academic research. In our view, the research strand presented by Galati et al. (2019) 

holds enormous potential, but requires a more holistic and rigorous development, 

especially in terms of clarifying notions of natural wine, establishing cross-country 

comparisons and including at some point qualitative methods, or a mixed-methods 

approach. This would provide a better framework for survey techniques and consumer 

segments. We find that as scholars we should present humbler aims, or people from the 

specialized field of natural wine might otherwise find these results and analyses 

confusing on some aspects. In any case, compelling article by Galati et al. will surely 

spark further debate, and the aim of this response has been to elicit a constructive 

conversation on this significant topic. 
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