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Avoiding the Wine Price Trap 
Barring the occasional splurge for special occasions, most people don’t want to drop $50 or more on a bottle of wine every time they pick up a bottle. However, the wide range of prices and the overwhelming amount of options available make it hard to continually stick to “house wine” brands without feeling like you’re missing out on something. As it turns out, when it comes to taste, you probably aren’t. 

Research is increasingly showing that most people can’t tell the difference between inexpensive and expensive wine from taste alone. In fact, a study from the 2011 Edinburgh International Science Festival found that only 50 percent of participants could do so accurately—the same probability as flipping a coin. On the other hand, there may be a reason we feel pressure to buy more expensive wine—a 2008 California Institute of Technology study found that people reported enjoying the taste of wine more when they were told it cost $90, as compared to the same exact wine when told it cost only $10 per bottle. 

It seems that enjoying inexpensive wine is all a matter of expectations, and you can generally find a decent bottle of wine for $20 or less. Read on for tips to find the best and most cost-effective wine without stretching your budget. 

Learn what you like.
It can be easy to be swayed by opinions heard through the grapevine or the reviews posted on placards on wine shelves in most grocery stores, rating wines or quoting wine critics. The most important thing you can do to reduce your spending on wine is to figure out your own taste. After all, if merlot is supposedly having a great year, but you realized long ago you don’t like red wine, buying that bottle of merlot with the great review is still likely to be a waste of money. When you taste a wine that you really like, write it down somewhere and then look for opportunities to buy a case, which many sellers will offer at a discount. 

Take advantage of wine tastings.
 Maybe you haven’t yet determined your likes and dislikes when it comes to wine. Rather than spending money on buying entire bottles that you may not even want to finish, look up local wine tastings. Tastings allow you to try several different wines at once, and are often free or fairly inexpensive at wine shops or wineries. 

Educate yourself. 
Because there are so many options for wine, it can help you to understand what the best bargains are if you first understand some wine basics. Knowing your own wine tastes is crucial, but knowing what wines might be similar to the ones you already like can also be helpful. It can also be useful to know what is considered a good or a bad “vintage” for the wines you enjoy. Vintage simply refers to the year that a wine was made. According to factors such as the weather that year, certain vintages will be better for certain wines. So, for example, if you see two bottles of port wine for the same price, one with a vintage of 2003 and one with a vintage of 2004, and you know that 2003 was a better vintage for that particular wine, you would want to buy the 2003 for a better overall value.

Use your resources. 
Learning about vintages and bottling techniques may sound fascinating to some, but if you don’t have as much of an interest in wine but still want to enjoy the best bottle possible, there are many resources available that allow you to up your wine knowledge quickly. Sites such as the Wine Enthusiast and WineAccess offer resources to compare wine ratings and prices across the country as well as ways to order bottles online.

Know the shelf life. 
Although some wine gets better with age, many people make the mistake of buying wine and then forgetting about it, then drinking it later thinking the taste surely must have improved by sitting on the shelf for a few months or even years. Unless the wine you’ve bought is meant to have a long shelf life, you may just be wasting the best years of the wine. Remember that wine really only holds value if you drink it, and try to avoid buying bottles that you won’t eventually drink. 

Consider the venue.
You don’t necessarily have to go to a specialized wine shop to get the best value for your wine. In fact, stores like Costco and Trader Joe’s are emerging as having good selections of very reasonably priced wine, and the house brands for these stores are typically underpriced without sacrificing taste. If you do head to a wine store, make sure you make use of the staff. If you’re honest about what you want to pay and engage the staff to help you, you can walk out with a bottle that’s good for both your palate and your wallet. If you’re buying at the grocery store, make sure you get a sense for how the wine is organized before making any purchases. Some will organize by type, others by producer and others by region. By knowing your tastes and honing in on the section you’re most interested in, you can eliminate much of the browsing that could lead to an ill-advised impulse buy. 

Note the region. 
Avoiding big name regions such as Napa and Bordeaux can go a long way toward reducing your wine bill. That’s not to say there aren’t budget wines offered from these regions, but typically the better quality soil from these areas allows them to price their wine higher. If you’re looking for imports, wines from South Africa and South America generally have some of the lowest prices relative to quality, although this can change from vintage to vintage. 

Keep an eye on the calendar. 
You can often find good deals on wine during the month of September, as the harvest is in full swing and vineyards will be releasing new wines. Many wine retailers will try to keep their inventory low during this time by pricing bottles lower than usual. 
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* Investment Advisory Services are offered through Capitol
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A 2008 study found that people reported enjoying the taste of wine more when they were told it cost $90, as compared to the same exact wine when told it cost only $10.











