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Abstract
Do wine descriptions add value? The answer to this question is not entirely obvious. Undoubtedly, there are those who believe wine descriptions are indeed very valuable. After all, dozens, if not hundreds, of different wine guides are occupying valuable shelf space in bookstores and wine stores almost everywhere. Nonetheless, there are those who argue that wine descriptions are full of jargon so esoteric and pretentious that essentially no-one can really grasp their meaning. Esoteric descriptions may impress readers, but, in reality, the description is of little or no value. For example, on a recent and provocatively entitled paper (“On Wine Bullshit: Some New Software”), Quant (2007) takes a clearly critical perspective on this issue.

The purpose of this paper is to empirically evaluate the value of words and descriptions that often accompany ratings. To evaluate this hypothesis, I rely on 800 descriptions of cabernet sauvignon wines from Napa valley published by Wine Spectator for wines from the 2004, 2005, and 2006 vintages.
I assess whether wine descriptions add value by regressing the retail price of a particular wine (as reported in Wine Spectator), on the standard control variables (its score, the number of cases made, the expected length of maturity, vintage year, etc.), but I also include the length (the number of characters) of the wine description. The results suggest that longer wine descriptions are associated with higher prices—a 10 percent increase in the length of a wine description (adding about 23 characters) is associated with a statistically significant increase of 4 to 13 percent to the price of the bottle, depending on the regression specification considered.
I also investigate whether particular words (those that are frequently used in wine descriptions) affect wine prices. The list of “descriptive wine words” is taken from various sources: Wine Spectator’s glossary, Quandt (2007) as well as other wine glossaries published online. The entire list contains 208 words. I search and identify whether the words in this list are used in the description of the wine. For example, if the word “leather” (taken from the list) appears in the description the wine, the dummy variable “leather” takes on the value of 1. Otherwise, it is set to 0.
Of the 208 words included in the list, I was able to estimate an effect for 112 of them (many words from the list were not used in the descriptions of the wines in the sample). The results suggest that the majority of these words do not have a statistically significant effect on wine prices, once the standard control variables are included. Nonetheless, I find robust results for about 20 of them.
Thus, the answer to the question posed in the title is: some, carefully selected words can add value. It must be stressed, however, that while longer wine descriptions are associated with higher prices, it does not follow that rambling should be considered as a reliable pricing strategy.

Table 1: Glossary of Words and Frequency
	Word
	Frequency
	Word
	Frequency
	Word
	Frequency
	Word
	Frequency

	acetic acid
	0.000%
	cream
	5.375%
	herbaceous
	0.125%
	pucker
	0.000%

	acid
	1.125%
	crisp
	0.375%
	herbal
	9.500%
	pungent
	0.250%

	acidity
	1.125%
	crush
	0.125%
	hollow
	0.000%
	racking
	0.000%

	acrid
	0.000%
	currant
	77.250%
	hot
	0.125%
	raisiny
	0.000%

	aeration
	0.750%
	cuvee
	0.000%
	imperial
	0.000%
	raw
	1.500%

	aftertaste
	7.000%
	decanting
	1.000%
	intense
	24.125%
	reduced
	0.125%

	aggressive
	0.000%
	delicate
	1.125%
	jeroboam
	0.000%
	rehoboam
	0.000%

	alcohol
	0.000%
	demi-sec
	0.000%
	lack
	45.375%
	rich
	36.500%

	alcoholic
	0.000%
	dense
	6.125%
	late harvest
	0.000%
	robust
	0.000%

	amazing
	0.750%
	depth
	12.125%
	leafy
	0.125%
	round
	4.125%

	american oak
	0.000%
	dirty
	0.000%
	lean
	4.250%
	rustic
	4.250%

	ampelography
	0.000%
	disgorgement
	0.000%
	leather
	5.750%
	sage
	28.625%

	appearance
	0.000%
	dosage
	0.000%
	lees
	0.000%
	salmanazar
	0.000%

	appellation
	0.125%
	dry
	12.875%
	legs
	0.000%
	smoky
	3.500%

	aroma
	10.000%
	dumb
	0.000%
	length
	3.250%
	smoky
	3.500%

	astringent
	0.125%
	earth
	21.500%
	limousin
	0.000%
	smooth
	10.125%

	austere
	1.750%
	easy-drinking
	1.125%
	lingering
	2.500%
	soft
	0.750%

	awkward
	0.000%
	elegant
	15.250%
	lively
	1.625%
	spicy
	16.375%

	backbone
	1.375%
	empty
	0.000%
	loam
	10.750%
	stale
	0.250%

	backward
	0.250%
	enology
	0.000%
	longfinish
	0.000%
	stalky
	0.625%

	balance
	12.250%
	estate-bottled
	0.000%
	lush
	5.125%
	stemmy
	0.250%

	balthazar
	0.000%
	ethyl acetate
	0.000%
	maceration
	0.000%
	structure
	13.250%

	barrel fermented
	0.000%
	extract
	1.250%
	maderized
	0.000%
	subtle
	4.500%

	big
	2.750%
	extra-dry
	0.000%
	magnum
	0.000%
	supple
	17.000%

	bin number
	0.000%
	fading
	0.000%
	malic
	0.000%
	tanky
	0.000%

	bite
	0.000%
	fat
	0.125%
	malolactic fermentation
	0.000%
	tannin
	37.625%

	bitter
	0.625%
	fermentation
	0.000%
	mature
	0.125%
	tart
	1.625%

	blackberry
	17.625%
	field blend
	0.000%
	meaty
	0.250%
	tartrates
	0.000%

	blunt
	0.000%
	filtering
	0.000%
	mercaptans
	0.000%
	terroir
	0.000%

	body
	0.500%
	fining
	0.000%
	meritage
	0.000%
	thin
	1.750%

	botrytis cinerea
	0.000%
	finish
	36.125%
	methuselah
	0.000%
	tight
	24.375%

	bouquet
	0.000%
	firm
	30.875%
	mineral
	21.625%
	tinny
	0.000%

	brawny
	0.000%
	flabby
	0.000%
	mint
	5.750%
	tired
	0.750%

	briary
	0.000%
	flat
	0.125%
	mocha
	6.625%
	toasty
	7.000%

	bright
	0.000%
	fleshy
	7.125%
	murky
	0.250%
	tobacco
	3.375%

	brilliant
	0.000%
	flinty
	0.000%
	must
	0.250%
	vanilla
	1.750%

	brix
	0.000%
	floral
	3.625%
	musty
	0.125%
	vegetal
	0.125%

	browning
	0.000%
	fortified
	0.000%
	nebuchadnezzar
	0.000%
	velvety
	0.000%

	brut
	0.000%
	foxy
	0.000%
	noble rot
	0.000%
	viniculture
	0.000%

	burnt
	0.000%
	free-run juice
	0.000%
	nonvintage
	0.000%
	vinous
	0.000%

	buttery
	0.000%
	french oak
	0.000%
	nose
	0.125%
	vitis vinifera
	0.000%

	cedar
	33.875%
	fresh
	7.875%
	nouveau
	0.000%
	volatile
	0.000%

	cherry
	40.250%
	fruity
	0.750%
	nutty
	0.000%
	yeast
	0.000%

	chewy
	6.750%
	full-bodied
	3.875%
	oak
	32.375%
	young
	4.125%

	chocolate
	1.000%
	graceful
	3.750%
	off-dry
	0.000%
	
	

	cigar box
	0.500%
	grapey
	0.750%
	opulent
	0.750%
	
	

	clean
	1.875%
	grassy
	0.000%
	oxidized
	0.000%
	
	

	clone
	0.000%
	green
	3.875%
	peak
	0.375%
	
	

	closed
	1.000%
	grip
	1.500%
	perfumed
	0.875%
	
	

	cloudiness
	0.000%
	hard
	0.500%
	ph
	1.000%
	
	

	cloying
	0.000%
	harmonious
	3.000%
	phylloxera
	0.000%
	
	

	coarse
	0.125%
	harsh
	0.000%
	plum
	15.875%
	
	

	coffee
	0.750%
	hazy
	0.000%
	potent
	1.375%
	
	

	complex
	27.000%
	heady
	0.000%
	powerful
	2.250%
	
	

	corked
	0.000%
	hearty
	0.375%
	pruny
	0.250%
	
	


This table presents the list of “wine descriptive words”. Frequency figures indicate the number of times the particular word was used in the sample, expressed as a percent. For example, the word “fresh” was used in 63 of the 800 wine descriptions (=7.875%).
Table 2
Measuring the value of wine descriptions: Price regressions
	Variable
	Reg. 1
	Reg. 2
	Reg. 3
	Reg. 4
	Reg. 5
	Reg. 6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Description length
	1.278
	0.502
	0.507
	0.371
	0.453
	0.371

	
	(0.086)
	(0.120)
	(0.113)
	(0.119)
	(0.112)
	(0.119)

	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.002
	0.000
	0.002

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rating
	
	5.549
	4.762
	4.240
	5.047
	4.536

	
	
	(0.623)
	(0.601)
	(0.627)
	(0.602)
	(0.639)

	
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cases
	
	
	-0.128
	-0.118
	-0.128
	-0.119

	
	
	
	(0.013)
	(0.013)
	(0.013)
	(0.013)

	
	
	
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Maturity
	
	
	
	0.191
	
	0.173

	
	
	
	
	(0.048)
	
	(0.049)

	
	
	
	
	0.000
	
	0.000

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Year Dummies?
	No
	No
	No
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Adjusted R-2
	0.216
	0.286
	0.376
	0.351
	0.397
	0.357

	F-stat
	221.19
	161.12
	157.57
	101.85
	103.51
	69.95

	Prob > F
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	No. Obs
	799
	799
	780
	747
	780
	747


Dependent variable: log of wine price. Independent variables: “Description length” is the log of the number of characters of the wine description as reported in Wine Spectator. “Rating” is the log of the Wine Spectator score. “Cases” is the log of the number of cases made. “Maturity” is the log of the expected maturity range. Standard errors are included in parentheses, under the estimated coefficients. P-values are reported under the standard errors.
