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The Smith Report: Transparency in the digital age

In today’s digital age with so much business and information changing hands electronically, the digital trail that is left
behind is hard to erase. Similarly, authenticity and transparency with customers and consumers is becoming
increasingly important. 
This is as true in the wine trade as it is in any other industry – perhaps even more so as wine still seems to be
something of a mystery to consumers. Therefore, it is in all of our best interests – whether we are involved in wine
competitions or writing about wine – to work hard to make sure that happens. 
More people today go online to look for independent reviews from their peers or independent parities prior to
purchasing anything from mascara to a take away dinner. 
This is why it is good news that at the end of last month the International Consumer Protection and Enforcement
Network published three new sets of guidelines for online reviews and endorsements in an effort to further protect
consumers. Specifically, and perhaps what is important to the wine trade, is the area of focus around digital
influencers. 
Three principles were outlined as guidelines that digital influencers now need to adhere to. These include “disclosing
clearly and prominently whether content has been paid for; be open about other commercial relationships that might
be relevant to content; and give genuine views on markets, businesses, goods and services.” 
Importantly, paid-for content is not limited to financial payment but can include free products or tickets to events.
According to the new guidelines, “digital influencers should tell their readers/viewers about any incentive (financial
or otherwise) that may have influenced or led them to post particular content”. 
The disclosure of commercial relationships is always important, even when people may not think it is relevant.
Honesty is usually the best policy, and as things often do come out, it pays to be transparent in the first place. 
While this may seem tedious to some it could help to build more trust between those helping to peddle wine online
and consumers, and reassure them that recommendations are genuine. 
These guidelines can help convince consumers that the people they trust are not selling their recommendations, or
at the very least that if they are receiving kickbacks they will be required to disclose this. 
Competitive streak 
Within wine competitions held around the world, transparency is incredibly important – not just through the judging
process, but also by providing clarity through sponsorship deals and commercial relationships. 
Without fairness and an unbiased and level playing field, how much can a medal from a competition mean? 
Recently in a competition that was held in South Africa, a medal winner was stripped of his medal because his wines
were not available for distribution with a specific retailer nationally. It was outlined in the rules of the competition and
in accordance with those rules he lost the medal. 
But when other producers – whose wines were not available via this retailer – were awarded medals and were able
to secure “dispensations” it does raise questions. The dispensations could be made if producers asked and, while
rules are rules, why not just be clear that this is available? 
This explains why the International Wine Challenge is held in such a high regard. The judging process does seem
lengthy, unbiased and thorough (in the spirit of being transparent – our magazine retains links with William Reed
Business Media, which owns the IWC). 
By being transparent it makes participants and consumers all the more willing to get behind and believe in the
integrity of the competition. 
Furthermore, when there is a lack of transparency, it tends to breed distrust, which can be harmful across the trade.
This is as true for wine competitions as it is for all of us who write about or review it. 
Trust is important in any business and transparency is playing a large role in that. In the age of digital footprints,
someone is always bound to find out. The guys at FIFA found that out the hard way. 
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