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Q&A: ?Ewan Murray, ?The Wine Society

PR manager Ewan Murray has been with The Wine Society for over a decade. We spoke to him about what makes
this cooperative retailer so different. 

When The Wine Society started as a cooperative nearly 150 years ago what was the focus of the business? 
We are a cooperative and we have never changed since the day we were formed. 
We want to give the best possible wines at the best possible prices to our members. We don’t have corporate
shareholders  and we aren’t out to make a fast buck.  The dividend that our members get is in the bottle. 

What do you think is the critical component that has helped the business thrive for so long? 
The loyalty of our membership is fantastic. 
But we also have a deep loyalty to our suppliers and them to us. There are some suppliers we have worked with for
a very long time: we have been working with Alfred Gratien, which supplies our own-label Champagne, since 1906.
There are a lot of great names and great producers we have been dealing with for decades. 
These relationship give us the opportunity to get some fantastic parcels, some special wines and some exclusives,
as  well as working with the suppliers to create blends that can only be found through The Wine Society. 

You recently won Wine Merchant of the Year at the International Wine Challenge 2016. What do think helped The
Wine Society stand out? 
I think we won for a whole mixture of reasons. 
I think it is our good business practices. I think it is the selection of our wines. The good value for money that we
give – and not only just on our wines, but for the whole host of services we provide to our members as well.
Services range from the efficiency of the website to offering the option for members who may want to pick up the
phone and speak to a real person. 
We also provide food and wine advice, and if members have any problems then they are sorted out very quickly,
very pleasantly and very efficiently. 
It is all of these things together. We have won lots of awards and that helps, but they aren’t the beallandendall for
us. What is most important to us is what our members think. 

Do you think that customer service is increasingly important in today’s trading environment? 
I think it is becoming more important and that has arisen from an awful lot of businesses, who are awfully good at
customer service now. I think people have realised in order for a business to be sustainable, you have to keep up
with a good level of customer service. 
Thankfully the Wine Society’s service is as good as it has ever been. I think that the customer service – linked with
the selection of wines and the value for money we offer – stands us in good stead. 

What other points of difference do you think The Wine Society offers its members? 
With our business model being a bit  different, we can store wines for years  and come up with some amazing
vertical tastings. Last year we put together some top Penfolds wines covering the last ten to fifteen years for our
members. We did something similar again this year with Bodegas Muga. 
I think these offers are just not the sort of thing that anyone else does. And I think you would be hard pressed to find
all of these wines in one place. 
In the end, I think that comes down to the longevity of the business, but also we have the relationships with the
producers to go to them and they will assist us in this sort of way. 
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Are you seeing a premiumisation trend in your members’ buying habits at the moment? Are they drinking less, but
better? 
When someone joins the Wine Society, they may not expect to be drinking  less but they should certainly expect to
drink better. Our members are drinking about the same or a little less, but we  are still getting the increase in active
membership so more people are coming to the Wine Society. 
One could argue that is a form of premiumisation in itself. But with our prices, I think members are finding they can
drink better for the same amount of money. 
We have wines from £5.25 upwards, with our average bottle price being above £9. We do have a bit of something
for everybody. We may have 200 or 300 wines below £8, yet we still have premium wines and people can step up if
they wish. 

Are you seeing a trend towards members looking for new or more off-the-beaten track wines? 
Through our tasting events, our communications materials and the content we have online, we are able to lead
people through that maze of discovery. And Wine Society members really do like to explore. 
At our recent tasting we had some great classics. We were pouring white Burgundies, Clarets, Rioja and Italian
wines. We had everything you would expect, but we also had a bunch of German wines that weren’t Rieslings, we
had some quirky Spanish Grenaches, we had some Hungarian wines, Greek wines and some Sherries. 
Members like the safe havens, but they like to explore as well and we can offer that. 

Do you think that Brexit could pose challenges in the future and how do you plan to deal with them? 
I think the unknown of Brexit is going to be difficult. We don’t know which way the currencies rates are going to go.
While the wine trade is still very fragmented, there has been a lot of consolidation. 
We always have to be on the lookout and be agile and flexible enough to deal with what is going on in the market.
That is something we have always been good at, but we need to continue to remain good at it and improve. If there
is a financial spanner in the works or a political spanner in the works, then we need to be able to react to that and
even have it work to our advantage. 
We have been going since 1874. We have solid financial foundations, 135,000 active members and great
suppliers. 
We have been able to weather a lot of political, economic and world events all through that time. Each time we have
come out stronger. So it is very much a suck it and see with Brexit. 
Whatever will be thrown at us, I think we are convinced we are ready enough and agile enough to deal with it. As we
did in the financial crisis of 2007 and 2008. We have the people and the resources and the agility to deal with what
comes. 

What has been your approach in the past to currency fluctuations? 
In 2007 and 2008 we did raise prices because of the impacts of the financial crisis as an act of prudence. But we
found that we been overly conservative and brought prices back down. 
In lean times we may have to do things which are less palatable, but our members will understand. Equally, in the
good times our members will benefit and we will  be clear about why that is. It is only fair that if our members
supports us through the thin, we should support them through the thick. 
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