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The direct to consumer business is unique and requires an educated approach for success to be reached.  Here are key areas that should be part of any online business plan plus the reasons why.  Some ideas you might already be doing, others you should consider in order to answer that all important question, “how do I sell more wine online?”

Set Goals for your Direct Business

This is the first step in organizing your online strategy.  By putting together your goals, you will focus the direction your online business is heading.
1) Develop a separate Profit and Loss statement.  You have one for your overall business, your winery, and it might even contain a section that deals with direct sales. But the best way to get to the heart of how successful you are with your online business is to run it like a separate business.  Set up an individual profit and loss statement.  List your expenses, including web hosting, online marketing, tasting room operation, wine samples, everything.  Count all of your sales that occur in this channel separately from your wholesale/trade business.  You will be able to identify the return on investment (ROI) for your marketing efforts.  The most important piece of your P&L might be an accounting for your time.
2) Identify goals for your direct business.  What percentage of your overall sales is occurring online? What is your goal for online sales?  What is your goal for wine club conversion?  There’s a saying that goes, “if you don’t know where you’re going, any bus will take you there.”  The same principal applies online.  Only by setting goals will you realize whether or not your marketing efforts are moving the needle in the right direction.
3) Know what other wineries are achieving in terms of sales.  This information is not all that easy to get.  But the next time you’re in a social or business setting with other direct professionals, try asking the question.  Common goals include increasing overall dollar amounts per online order by 10% year over year.  Or having an average lifespan of a wine club member being 22 months.  Or how many unique hits you have to your website daily – is it over the baseline of 300?  These key metrics will help you establish and adjust your goals based on what is currently happening in the industry.
Design a Comprehensive Online Marketing Strategy
Your direct business is no different than a brick and mortar business, you need to establish your product positioning in the marketplace.
1) Identify your niche.  Just like when you performed a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis of your wine brand, you need to do one for your direct business.  What are your strengths?  Are you an allocated brand from a small family winery who sells by word-of-mouth or are you a large brand with strong in-market support?  Are you without a tasting room, a big weakness when it comes to collecting email addresses?  Go through this exercise with the goal of identifying who you are in the online marketplace – a supporting partner for your robust off-premise sales channel or a main point of sales information for both trade and consumer.  Answering these questions will help you analyze your programming and overall online marketing approach, including the design of your website.  Then, you can focus on delivering within your strengths in what is becoming a crowded marketplace.
2) Is your website marketing ready?  Once you’ve designed your online brand plan, your website needs to showcase that positioning.  Gone are the days where websites act as online business cards, looking pretty with slow-loading flash.  A marketing ready website needs to do more.  It should contain your branding, an email sign-up, keyword-heavy changeable text, and “sticky” ads to connect to the visitor.  This is your online storefront.  Just like a display in Macy’s, it needs to sell, and sell at a glance.  Catch the visitor’s eye with release information, your latest press, or fun facts about your staff or product.  Engage your visitor with things that might interest them as opposed to a static brochure that lacks life and activity.  Have an easy to follow navigation with key pages like your wine shop at the top of the list.  Enable your logo to be a home page return.  Have an integrated shopping cart that is easy to access from a customer log-in.  Keep the required click-throughs to make a sale to less than three; the number of clicks required to transact is inversely related to your conversion success.
3) Do you have a logical system for integrating with online marketing opportunities? This is a point related to your website design.  If you are going to come up with a strategy to engage online visitors, have you designed your site to easily link with your activities?  Provide a section for news so you can link an article about your winery that was published on another press site.  Have a section for your newsletter if you are going to use it as a connection vehicle. Place ads on your homepage to drive seasonal offers.  And consider a news, product, and event feed using RSS (Real Simple Syndication) for a means to disseminate your website content.
4) How are you going to connect with online opportunities?  If you are going to get involved with social media, which should be a part of all comprehensive online plans, which sites are you going to maintain?  Design a plan for your staff time and account for it.  Develop a system to convert those new contacts from online “friends” to customers.  Well-planned email campaigns throughout the year will help you communicate to your list, but the same goes for your home page, online conversations, and all of your entrees online.
Build an SEO Strategy (Search Engine Optimization):
Here are the basic fundamentals of how to optimize your website in order to increase your organic search.  While the field of SEO and SEM is very broad, these recommendations are the boiled down “must do’s.”

1) Maximize key words on your home page.  Search engines like Google typically search the first 50 words when they crawl you page.  Make these first 50 work for you and carefully fill them with key words and phrases that associate with your business.  Even better, increase the searchable text on your homepage to a minimum of 300 words for more extensive search engine crawlers.  The more content, especially changeable text, the better for keeping the search engines interested in your site.

2) Keep your text fresh.  The more often you change your home page copy (and some interior pages, too) the more often the search engines will come back to see your site.  Think of it this way.  You’re a person jumping on a beach waving your arms shouting “I have coconuts!”  The search engine, like a small dingy, cruises past your site and sees you jumping, notes that you have coconuts, and indexes that if anyone is looking for coconuts, you might be an beach that they should go to.  The next day, the same dingy comes by.  You’re still shouting “I have coconuts!”  The dingy notes it again and zooms away.  Perhaps this goes on for awhile.  Meanwhile, other people on different beaches have been shouting “I have coconuts, too!  And mine are better!”  Sooner rather than later, the dingy stops coming by your beach because it knows what your beach has to offer.  Your ranking on search engines goes down because you have nothing new to offer the search engine crawler.  Now, say you started to jump up and down and shout “I have coconuts!” and another person jumps next to you on your beach and shouts “I have pineapples!”  The search engine “dingy” would think, aha!  Here’s an interesting beach.  Imagine that you keep changing what you’re saying on the beach. “I have coconuts!  Pineapples!  Bananas!  And I make a mean fruit salad!”  The search engine would check back with you often because your beach is interesting.  Translate this to a homepage, the more you change and refresh what you are talking about on your home page (your keywords), the more often a search engine will look at you, the higher the page rank.

3) Register your website.  While all search engines constantly explore the web looking for websites to index, you can help them find you by registering your website on their system.  This means going to their site and adding your website to their directory.  A key directory is the Open Directory Project at www.dmoz.com.  This directory feeds information to all major search engines.  Other individual search engines include Yahoo!, About.com, msn.com, aol.com. Business.com, and Ask.com.  There are services out there that will register your site as part of their SEO package, but with a bit of time and diligence, it is easy to register your site on your own. Along with this, you should consider registering your individual web pages using Google Sitemap.  Just follow their directions to index all of the pages of your site, not just the home page.
4) Tag everything appropriately.  There are two major areas where you can “tag” your site for better search ability.  These are your headers and metatags. Headers appear at the top of your page (in the tab) while metatags are embedded into your site itself.  Both should contain keywords.  The concept of metatags is confusing.  Metatags are an html tag identifying the contents of a website, including keywords.  They can’t be seen on your regular web page.  Most of the confusion about metatags comes when discussing metatags versus keywords – both are important and somewhat duplicative.  Here’s a way to think about it.  A metatag is an overall indexing system, like the old-fashioned Dewey Decimal system they used to use in libraries.  Search engines use them like a card file, a mass index of ways to sort information under topics (keywords.)  Keywords themselves appear on the webpage itself, or in the metaphor we’re using, the book.  A person might use the card file to find the book shelf where all the books on a certain topic are stacked, and then use the book itself – or the first page of the book – to determine if the book is what they’re looking for.  They’re both important features of a site for search; they work together.

5) Add your products to wine sites and Google Base.  There are a handful of wine related search site that have information about your wine, where to buy it, and often a social networking piece where others can discuss or review your wine.  These sites include snooth.com, vinquire.com, wine beagles (through Facebook), wine-searcher.com, winezap.com, American Winery.com, wine fetch.com, and winemetro.com.  Make sure your product information is correct and updated in all of these sites, as well as verifying that your own winery site or shopping cart is listed as well as a point of purchase.  Along with listing your site, you can directly list all of your wines through Google Base.  Through Google Base, you can upload a list of your products that will appear under Google’s Shopping section both through their site and through search.  It’s a great way to get an extra listing in a search for free (by having your product show up in addition to your site.)  Also consider Ebay.  While listing wine is problematic, winery related gear might help SEO by bringing your product up in an overall search.  Be sure to list keywords in the totle of the item, however, or this practice might not help SEO at all.  Also, watch for Amazon.com’s entrée into the wine sales space; this is potentially a lucrative new venture.
Emails Part 1 – Building your list
One of the most common and key ways to connect with your customers is via email.  But building a solid list is not always easy.  A well-oiled small winery should expect to grow their email list by 800-1000 names annually, a large winery double that number.  Here is a list of tried and true means to grow your contacts.
1) Collect emails on your homepage.  Make sure your homepage has a sign-up area clearly placed in a key position like the upper right corner.  This act alone has been known to quadruple the number of names collected over a contact page alone.
2) Gather Customer emails in person. In every tasting room and at every tasting event, have a guest book for people to give you their name and email (don’t waste time with their physical address.)  Or even better, have a “fish bowl” for business cards or slips of paper for their name and email.  Offer a prize (non-alcohol to be truly legal) through an end-of-day/month drawing for those who’ve put in their information. Ask for their email when you ring up their purchase.  And offer an incentive to employees for gathering the most names or on a per name basis.
3) Offer something in return.  Advertise that the consumer will receive an e-zine, recipe, or special discount, something as a benefit for offering you their information.
4) Tap your own network.  Ask your friends, family, and customers to forward emails to their network of contacts.  These might convert into direct customers of your own.
5) Cross-promote other businesses.  While most companies won’t share their email lists directly with you, many will swap emailing their list about your product with you mailing your list about theirs.  This works best with wineries that have a connection with each other or with trade accounts where you have a great relationship.
6) Keep it clean.  Develop a systematic approach to ditching emails that have no response or get bounced.  Update your email lists often so you can effectively segment your overall strategy.
7) Don’t forget the trade.  Emails aren’t for consumers alone; you can connect with potential trade accounts via email campaigns as well.  Maintain a separate email list for trade accounts so you can set up individual marketing efforts to them.  Maybe you have a by-the-glass deal set up with your distributor that month?  And remember, most trade tasting event will provide attendee email addresses to participating wineries—collect these names and send them follow-up trade invitations or special offers.
Emails Part 2 – The “how-tos”
Your list is ready.  Now what do you do?  Here is a comprehensive guide to all facets of how to use emails effectively for your online business.

1) General “static” emails.  These are the emails that you should be sending as automatic responses to an action, they are often built in to any good commerce software system.  These emails include:  thank you emails for joining a list or club, wine club shipment notifications, thank you emails for making a purchase (includes shipment details), thank yous for attending an event, and customer record management emails such as updating address or credit card information.
2) Design an email campaign calendar.  Plan your email offer, segment, and frequency for the calendar year.  A well thought-out planning document will help you remain focused on your overall goals.
3) Develop a specific email campaign.  The process for designing an individual email campaign is as follows.  First, set a goal – what are you selling, a product or club membership?  Event sign-up?  Then know your operational limits – how much do you have to sell, timing of orders, what is your target margin.  Next, set up your strategy:  timing (send emails Tues-Thurs for best conversion), what are you using as your “hook,” which product are you promoting if any, and to which portion of your list are you sending the offer.  Then you’re ready to design the creative.
4) Make your creative work.  Remember, the average attention span for an email is three seconds; you need to connect with that customer in a short period of time.  And, you need to direct them to your website from the email – why?  Because only on your website can you make a sale. Follow a best practice for email (see Appendix A) that sells your message quickly, reinforces your brand, and directs visitors to your site for more information.  Once they are on your site, you can market to them more effectively with the broader media of your website.
5) What are you selling?  Here is a list of reasons to contact your customer.  Any one of these (or two if they are complementary) is a great “hook.”
· New Release

· Large format or special bottling
· Corporate gifting offer

· Recipe tied to product

· Wine club sign-up offer

· Invitation to previous customers to re-order

· Cancelled wine club membership re-up offer

· Allocation offering

· Pre-Release offer

· Event announcement

· Seasonal communication about winery “goings-on”

· Their birthday month

· Wine of the week/month

· Holiday packages

· Tell-a-friend discount

6) Pick your target: segmentation.  Divide your list up into smaller segments to achieve more targeted marketing, greater response rate, frequency of offers coming out of your winery, and to increase understanding of your customer’s behavior.  Top areas to segment are by most recent, frequency, monetary, and by product.  Most available software will help you easily sort by different criteria and set up individual mailing lists. 
7) Email Offers – is there life after free shipping?  Free shipping (or complementary) seems to be the best trigger around.  But be careful – training your email list to watch for this promotion is a dangerous path.  Be inventive.  Package wine sets together or offer a bonus bottle.  Give a discount based on quantity.  Be creative in convincing your customer that direct from the winery ensures the best condition and keeps the connection with the winery going.  And for shipping, consider weighting the shipping based on state or zone.  Charge California consumers slightly more to subsidize the costs to New York.  Consider a fixed cost solution as well – it might be more to the state you’re in, but it might make up for a loss to a state further away.
Join the Club – the Wine Club

Wine Clubs are a terrific loyalty and revenue vehicle.  They provide stable cash flow and a ready-made marketing opportunity to your best customers.  Although the space is getting crowded, there are still opportunities to capitalize on this robust trend.

1) If everyone is doing it, why should you?  Surveys have shown that wine lovers can belong to an average of eight different wine clubs, most of them winery-based.  The most common way people join wine clubs is through a personal connection with the winery, either at the tasting room or at an event.  However, online sign-ups are rising and conversions can be increased through online only offers and cross-marketing opportunities.  Wine club members are often your best customers, with a higher average dollar amount per transaction and higher overall purchase numbers.
2) How to set one up?  For some, this one is easy.  Just divide your SKUs into sets that can be shipped throughout the year, either twice, four times, or six times.  But what if you only have one or two wines?  This is where you have to get creative.  Design a program around the seasons of the year, recipes, holidays, or other get-togethers.  Make the club a part of your customer’s regular consumption pattern.  And pepper your offer with events and special touches that gives the customer a reason to join.  The point of a club is to feel included.  Offer them an opportunity to connect online through a fan site on Facebook or other platform like Ning.
3) Produce special Club-only wines.  One of your best profit centers can be wine club only wines.  These bottlings can be priced at the full 70% margin and have a ready audience for sale. Don’t have enough wine?  Consider partnering with another winery to produce and exclusive and label under separate brand names.  Or grab a deal on the open shiner market.  As long as it meets your quality standards, use private label products to enhance your wine club offering.
4) Consider hosting a Wine Club for other companies.  There is a universe of third-party marketed wine clubs in the space.  Have you considered hosting one yourself?  Connect with some of your charity partners and see if they are interested in setting one up through you.  Or, perhaps they’ll advertize your club for a portion of the proceeds.  This is a way to expand the reach of the work you are already doing in the club space.
5) Make it fun to open the box.  Keep your offering fresh, with quality inserts offering additional content and information.  This is your opportunity to direct mail market to a captive audience.  Consider selling space in your box for complementary products like gift baskets, food, or apparel. While you’ll be making connections for cross-promotions, your club members will keep guessing what they will get next.
6) Keep tabs on your retention.  The average lifespan is 22 months, but some wine club members continue for years.  Reward their membership with a special note inside their box, a physical gift when a milestone is reached, or even a phone call.  Remember the old saying that a customer is easier to keep than acquire.
Dedicate a person for the job
To be successful in operating an e-commerce program, there must be a person to lead the project.  Depending on the size of your business, this person might also be part of a team made up of your tasting room staff or manager, the wine club manager, and your sales and marketing manager.  It’s important to have a designated manager of the program for two key reasons.

1) Someone to pay attention.  In any organization, there has to be an individual with who the buck stops.  By not designating a point person for e-commerce, many businesses make the mistake of letting it be a secondary focus of a wine club or tasting room manager.  E-commerce is more specialized than that and requires education, preparation, and concentration to make and online program a success. 
2) Customer Record Management is key.  To have an effective program, customer data must be updated, analyzed, and sorted constantly.  Having a dedicated body for this task is crucial for continuity, customer service, and continuity of programming.  While many CRM tasks will be shared with wine club and/or tasting room personnel, it is ultimately the head of e-commerce who is responsible for spearheading CRM as a priority due to its influence on successful campaigning.
Social Networking – what’s your opportunity?
Wine is becoming democratized; main stream press is becoming less and less influential to consumers.  Whether you believe this is a long term trend or a short term phenomenon, social networks are the current vehicle for this democratization.  They are online means for consumers to share their wine opinion thorough reviews, blogs, chats, and even videos. Constructing a strategy for how you can leverage this new media is vital for growth.

1) How much time do you have?  Networking takes time.  When you have a dedicated e-commerce professional, a percentage of their work tie should be spent monitoring and interacting online.  And, in addition to staff time, principals in wineries or retail businesses can be one of the best voices for the online community to hear.  Set aside time each week to participate in online media.

2) Are you an expert in something?  A powerful way to leverage your expertise is to present your knowledge to the online community.  This can be as simple as being an expert in your own philosophy of winemaking and talking about it in a consumer or trade group site, or more complicated like writing a topical newsletter for distribution by a third party.  The online space is ripe for adding your two cents, and sharing what you know is one of the easiest ways to jump in.  One of the best arenas to pursue this line is with wine wikis, an online collection of information via indexed web pages.  One of the best known examples is Wikipedia, the popular online encyclopedia.
3) Become part of the conversation.  At a minimum, wineries should monitor social networks for any commentary about their products.  If someone likes a wine you could thank them. If someone has a problem with shipping or allocations of your wines, you could jump in to solve it and at the same time do some valuable PR.  Features like Google Alerts help wineries keep tabs on what is being said about them; it’s a virtual “clipping service.”  Set up and alert for your winery or related products or any other topic that you’d like to monitor.  You’ll be surprised how often things spring up. (There are also paid service providers like Cruvee.com who will do this for you.)
4) Trade is online, too.  Be aware of trade-oriented sites like openwineconsortium.org and winetwo.net, and even broad-based sites like LinkedIn.  Interacting with other industry professionals on these sites and others will keep you up-to-date on trends and ideas.  And, business networking online is fast becoming one of the more important ways to connect within the wine industry and the media.
5) Be honest.  Online forums and blogs are an opportunity for you to connect virtually to potential customers, current customers, and interested parties.  But try not to give in to grand-standing or spin doctoring.  Your best bet is to be honest and involved, providing insight and commentary that acts in the positive.

6) But how can it make me money?  Social media is a way to enhance your brand image and online sales numbers by making connection to people online.  It is the development of this online relationship that can potentially be translated into higher sales.  There is often no linear relationship just like there is in PR activities.  However, that doesn’t mean you can figure out if your work online is helping.  By using traffic data you can see if visitors to your website are arriving through online media sources.  For instance, if an article about your winery appears on chowhound.com, any increase in website traffic can be tracked from that article.  Then, simple conversion figures based on normal traffic versus any increased traffic can translate into an estimate of sales generated by that article.  If your website is a good marketing vehicle, getting consumers to your site will naturally translate into sales.  Social media systems help increase traffic to your site.
By consistently applying time and resources to your online business, you will begin to see your goals being met.  And in today’s environment where every sale counts, investing online is a good bet for increased sales.
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	Best Practices for Email Design
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Remember, when developing the creative, keep on message, feature your brand, and don't forget to add a "sell". 

	
	You have limited attention span with an email, make sure there are lots of links back to your website

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Key Elements to Any Email
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Your brand
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Navigation links
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	A central promotion with image
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Complementary promotion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Call to action
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sample Email Template
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	Your brand logo
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	Your top line navigation as appears on your website
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	Photo of Product
	 
	Call to action with promotion
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	Complementary Offer
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	Unsubscribe
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


