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RAY JOHNSON is executive director of the Wine 
Business Institute at Sonoma State, the first 
university in the United States to offer a BS in Wine 
Business in 1998, the first to offer a Wine MBA in 
2008 and the first in the world to offer an Executive 
Wine MBA in 2012.

Johnson joined the wine business in 1986 at the 
Christian Brothers Greystone Cellars in Saint 
Helena, California. He went on to sell wine, first on 
the supplier side, and later in retail, working directly 
with consumers. He earned his Master’s in Wine 
Business from the University of Adelaide in South 
Australia and taught for 14 years.

Johnson’s work has been published in the Journal 
of Consumer Marketing, International Journal 
of Wine Business Research, Vineyard & Winery 
Management, and in reviews for consumers and the 
primer The Good Life Guide to Enjoying Wine.

GERALYN BROSTROM, DBA has held positions in 
multiple channels: winery, import, distribution, 
retail, and the non-profit wine education sector. 
She teaches in the MBA program at Sonoma State 
University and has taught wine business at the 
Culinary Institute of America at Greystone. Her 
published books include Into Italian Wine (7th 
edition forthcoming) and The Business of Wine, 
which was nominated for the Gourmand World 
Cookbook Awards. Prior to teaching and consulting, 
Brostrom was Vice President of education for 
Winebow. A dual citizen of the United States and the 
Italian Republic, she recently earned her doctorate 
in business administration (DBA) from Bocconi 
University in Milan, Italy.

SCOTT ADES is President of Dalla Terra Winery 
Direct, the national representative of some of 
the most esteemed family-owned wineries in 
Italy. Ades oversees all strategic planning and 
development, sales team management, supplier 
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relationships, and financial and 
portfolio management as well 
as information technology 
and corporate infrastructure 
development. Ades came 
to Dalla Terra in 2016 
from Winebow where 
he held several roles 
including Senior Vice 
President and finally 
Chief Operating Officer. 
Prior to Winebow, Ades 
had a successful career 
working for such prestigious 
investment houses as Salomon 
Brothers and Lehman Brothers. 
Ades has a MBA from Columbia Business 
School and a BA in Economics and Psychology from 
Wesleyan University.

FELIPE GONZALES-GORDON is COO of Colangelo 
& Partners. He is also Managing Owner of Parallel 
36 Inc., a company supplying marketing and 
business development services to international 
wine appellations, export consortia and individual 
companies in the wine and spirits industry. 
Gonzales-Gordon has also held director and 
president roles at Gonzalez Byass USA and 
The Spain-U.S. Chamber of Commerce. His 
broad experience spans a wide range including 
defining market strategy, building brand equity, 
and increasing sales, market share, volume 
and profitability for companies in the wine and 
spirits industry. Gonzales-Gordon has s BS from 
Manhattanville College and an advanced Business 
Management degree from San Telmo Business 
School in Málaga, Spain.

MIKE OSBORN has been a pioneer in online wine 
retailing since founding Wine.com (as eVineyard) 
in 1998. He currently leads the company’s efforts 
in merchandising its wine and gifts and holds key 
wine industry relationships worldwide. From 1992 
to 1998, he held senior management roles as Vice 
President of Sales and Vice President of Marketing 
for CTR Business Systems, a software and systems 
integration business. In 1992, Osborn merged 
his six-year-old software business he founded 
as a high school student, Expert Technology 

Corporation, with CTR. In 2019, wine.
com was named Retailer of the Year 

by Wine Enthusiast.

Getting Into the U.S. 
Market

What makes for a great 
partnership in the wine or 
spirits industry? This session 

addresses the current state of 
route-to-market pathways 

in the U.S. It considers 
the importance of 

having a shared 
vision among 
producer, importer, 
and distributor and 
the value of putting 

together a defined 
market strategy. 

Developing mutual 
objectives around sales 

goals and geographic target markets are also key 
elements of successful alliances.

Johnson opened the session with information from 
a pulse study with industry executives conducted 
annually by Sonoma State University. Key among 
the challenges reported has been the proliferation 
of brands that are competing in a more constricted 
and consolidated route to market. There’s been 
consolidation in retail, in wholesale, and yet there 
are ways people are managing and succeeding. 
Key is the ability to manage relationships with 
customers and with everyone handling product 
along the value chain. Another key is use of 
customer relationship management software to 
keep track of people and data. Finally, there is 
the need to develop the next generation of wine 
consumers: Millennials and Gen Z.

Brostrom asked Gonzalez-Gordon for advice 
for suppliers that are new or want to grow in the 
market.

Gonzalez-Gordon said that the U.S. is a market of 
opportunity. It’s big and open to everyone. Yet it 
is a tough market to crack due to its geography, 
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the legal framework and competitiveness. He 
recommends that for new or growing suppliers, 
planning, time and resources are key. Some of his 
clients have taken 10 years to build and develop a 
U.S. footprint, investing in the early years to reap 
the benefits later. 

Johnson asked Ades to address consolidation and 
its effect on getting into market.

Ades said that it is happening throughout the 
industry except at the product level. It starts with 
suppliers and then extends to the distributor level. 
There are fewer choices of distributors and, with 
the growth of retail chains, fewer independent 
retailers—in some markets, none. It used to be 
that if there were 100 stores, there would be 100 
decision makers. Today, it can be a chain with one 
person making the selections. That person wants to 
reduce the number of SKUs they manage, and yet 
the consumer wants many different options. It’s a 
big challenge.

Ades suggested three ways to come to 
market. One is to work with a company 
like MHW or USA Wine West and they 
will do all legal compliance, but 
they are not sales entities. The 
second is to find an independent 
distributor to import and 
distribute – a good choice for 
small organizations. The third is 
to find a national importer which 

can be the best long-term choice but is the most 
difficult to make happen.

Buyer-Consumer Dichotomy

Brostrom asked Osborn to talk about Wine.com’s 
approach to the consumer.

Osborn noted that his customers gravitate to large 
and unique wine assortments because they are on 
a journey of discovery. They want to see selections 
from all over the world, and Wine.com’s role is to 
defend the consumer. His concern with the middle 
tier is that there is often a gatekeeper who is 
making decisions in advance of retailers, but, more 
importantly, in advance of the consumer. Wine.com 
has 52,000 SKUs bought in a year, showing that 
consumers want variety to choose from. 

Osborn also shared that Wine.com’s customers are 
younger than the wine industry’s customers. They 
are on a journey to learn about wine over time. 
News reports that Millennials don’t drink wine are 

not true, or at least not the case at Wine.com.

Johnson asked Ades to give advice on 
addressing price.

Ades recommended setting a 
price without intent to raise it 
because the market is sensitive 
to price increases. While there 

are anomalies, in general, one 
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should be willing to stay with a price for years. He 
referenced the Santa Margherita Pinot Grigio which 
has been at the same price point for about 20 years, 
which has led to stability for that line. So regardless 
of what channel is used to bring product to market, 
it’s important to start with the retail price and work 
backwards. A good rule of thumb is to start with a 
price and know that it will be selling for about four 
times that much at retail. So, a $5 bottle would sell 
for $20 in the U.S.

Pandemic Silver Lining

Brostrom asked Osborn to share trends he is seeing.

Osborn acknowledged that the pandemic has been 
a boon for business. Wine.com’s average selling 
price today is $32/bottle compared to the industry 
average which is $12/bottle in the U.S. and 54% 
of the business is in imported wines, in contrast 
to the industry average of 30%. His customers are 
gravitating to more upscale wine. He has seen an 
uptick in sales of Sauvignon Blanc, along with all 
things sparkling. In terms of geography, certain 
countries, like Germany, New Zealand and Austria, 
are outpacing others. Finally, there is a trend 
toward healthier wine – 12% to 12.5% versus 14% 
and 15% alcohol.

Osborn further noted that the highest consumption 
areas are in college educated markets with LDA 
consumers and it is consistent around the country.

Johnson turned to Ades and asked him to provide 
counsel to audience members on setting goals.

Ades recommended setting goals that are aligned 
with the investment one is prepared to make. He 
used the analogy of wine making, starting with 
buying land, planting vineyards, making grapes, 
making wine and, ultimately, making good wine. 
It’s a process that can take years, and it is the same 
with getting established in the U.S. market to sell 
product. The goal is to get product in the hands of 
consumers, so the path to that is to get distribution 
points. The number of distribution points is based 
on the money available to spend. With $100 million, 
it can happen quickly, but for the average budget, it 
can take 10 years.

Keys to Omni-Channel Marketing and 
Private Label

Brostrom asked Gonzalez-Gordon to address the 
notion of omni-channel marketing strategy.

Today, brands are sold through multiple channels: 
in grocery stores, restaurants, online retail 
marketplaces and more. What is most important 
is to have a consistent, coherent message about 
the brand, its visuals and its collateral so that 
the consumer recognizes it regardless of the 
touchpoint. It is also important to understand what 
the consumer is looking for and what will trigger 
him or her to buy. Quality information and digital 
assets are key.

Johnson asked Osborn to address proof of concept.

Osborn noted that Wine.com sells no private label 
nor control labels of its own. When selecting 
wines, they want to see that it is available in other 
venues, such as restaurants. He encourages brands 
to get multiple points of distribution though it is 
not necessary to cover all the states. Between 
Northeast markets and California, one has access 
to 75% of U.S. wine consumers – not that they 
all live in those areas but because states make it 
permissible to legally ship to them.

On the topic of private label, Ades noted that 
there are large private label partners available, 
but the downside is that they are selling under 
their label, not the wine brand. So, the winemaker 
gives up brand building in favor of that type of 
sale, something to consider when the goal is to 
build a brand reputation. Some partners will sign 
long-term commitments which can be lucrative 
and worth the tradeoff. Others may decide to stop 
selling within two or three years at which point the 
brand building starts from nothing.

Digital Marketing Goes Farther

All panelists stressed the importance of excellent 
quality images, videos and other digital content 
to provide the consumer with what they need to 
determine what to buy. A good label is not enough.
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Osborn said he asks winery partners to provide 
information that speaks to the wine’s authenticity. 
He requests not just a photo but a carousel of 
images that are unique to the brand. He also asks 
for a map since Google is just one click away from 
Google Maps which proves that a brand is authentic. 
His preference is to showcase real brands made 
by real people in real places. And he emphasized 
that Wine.com offers an even playing field – a large 
multinational brand gets the same play as a small 
family winery in Sardinia.

Gonzalez-Gordon suggested that money spent on 
the traditional on-premise activities, i.e., tastings 
and point of sale collateral, can reach many more 
people when shifted to the digital realm. He also 
suggested checking out co-marketing opportunities 
with a wine region where a smaller budget may 
be able to go farther. Though one may be in this 

with a competitor, it may help everyone to elevate 
awareness of the region and better than going it 
alone.

Ades added that in his business, partnering with 
a winery is like getting married. So, it’s important 
to partner with someone who is the right fit with a 
similar mind about philosophy and approach to the 
market. Its best to take the time needed to find that 
right partner.

Osborn noted that from his viewpoint, the right 
partner is one that has presence in the U.S. so that 
there is stock available at the wholesale level, 
and it can be easily replenished. Wine.com has 
warehouses in seven states, some of which get 
deliveries five days a week. Beyond that, having the 
wine priced properly and a full selection of high-
quality digital assets is key 
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To download the handout from this session, please  
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This educational series explores topics critical to brands looking to enter or 
expand in the US. The goal of the series is to help wine and spirits producers 
navigate and better understand the complexities of working in the US market. 
Topics covered include the latest developments in the industry, consumption and 
production trends, product pricing in both the on- and off-premise segments, 
product assortment, and working with distribution partners. Each session features 
industry experts discussing challenges and opportunities. 
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