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1.

Summary

This paper examines the quality of online guided wine tasting courses in Norway and
preferences for receiving corrective feedback virtually versus face-to-face. Moreover,
it assesses the demand for additional guided tastings as part of the formal sommelier
education in Norway and opportunities for developing add-on online wine tasting
courses.

Based on the expressed demand for additional tastings and findings highlighting the
importance of corrective feedback in wine tasting, it is recommended that the number
of online guided tastings available to Norwegian sommeliers as part of formal
certification programmes be increased. While sommeliers based in Norway generally
express a preference for face-to-face wine tastings, participants in live virtual
classroom guided wine tastings are satisfied with the format and consider it a valid
alternative to in-person experiences.

Overall, Norwegian sommeliers rate the accessibility of online tastings as more
important than the preference for face-to-face tastings, thus further justifying the
development of these courses. However, providers must be able to offer small format
wine samples in order for the service to be successful, thereby decreasing the cost of
sourcing wine and making the courses suitable for individuals rather than groups.
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2.

Introduction

“Tasting teaches not only how to perceive with our senses but how to interpret those
perceptions” (Peynaud, 1997).

In order to enhance guest experience, selecting and serving the appropriate wine for
the guests and the occasion, a sommelier must be a skilled taster. Wine tasting skills
develop with experience, both in knowing what to look for and how to describe it
(Robinson, 2015). Guidance from knowledgeable instructors also helps to identify
elements to look for in the wine (Schuster, 2017).

Some subjects lend themselves more easily than others to online instruction. In the
past, the preference for classes with a practical, sensory or hands-on component has
been to offer them in-person. However, research has shown that practical training
programmes in fields such as culinary arts can be successful online (Ryll, 2017).
While currently the Wine & Spirit Education Trust (WSET), a major global provider of
online wine education, offers wine tasting portions of their courses mainly on-site, the
push for creating more access for a wider audience has led to an examination of how
to create a more effective online wine tasting experience.

There are many factors that influence a student’s decision to choose online
instruction over in-person training. Convenience has been identified as a major
motivating factor (Harris & Martin, 2012) (Cole, et al., 2014) (Ruffalo Noel Levitz,
2016) as has flexibility (Daymont, et al., 2011). A report from the Babson Survey
Research Group shows a steady increase in the number of online students over a
fourteen-year period (BSRG, 2017) and when comparing online to on-site across
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disciplines, student ratings are strong (Roach & Lemasters, 2006) (Allen, et al.,
2002).

Geography plays a role in determining access and convenience to educational
opportunities. Norway is more than 1300 km long and 300 km wide, with the largest
cities scattered around the country (World Atlas, 2020). Most organised wine tasting
events take place in the capital, Oslo according to Hege Pedersen-Frøjd (2020, pers
comm.) manager of Signature Wines wine imports, and access to guided wine tasting
practice is limited for students residing in remote areas. Offering high-quality wine
tasting courses online could result in heightened interest from aspiring sommelier
students across Norway. In Finland, a geographically comparable country (World
Atlas, 2020), “easier-to-access” was considered an important success factor when
assessing wine education offerings (Mäkinen, 2019), supporting the hypothesis.
The Court of Master Sommeliers (2020) recommends “tasting hundreds (even
thousands) of wines a year using the same technique” in order to “improve your
ability to taste and ability to accurately describe the characteristics of a wine”. In the
Norwegian sommelier education1, students taste between 500 and 600 wines, and
samples are shared between multiple students. Conducting the same education fully
online would probably necessitate students acquiring their own, individual samples of
these wines, a potential financial burden.

In addition to numerous taught tastings, students are also encouraged to practice
tasting wines on their own in order to be fully prepared for the blind-tasting exam
according to tutor Tone Furuholmen (2019, pers comm.). This can be a challenging

1

Education programme containing approximately 250 hours tuition, offered by Kulinarisk Akademi
Norsk Sommelier Utdannelse and Beverage Academy (Levi, 2020, pers comm.).
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exercise without guidance from a trained taster (Schuster, 2017). Therefore, this
paper will study the prospect of developing accessible guided virtual classroom wine
tasting courses to supplement the existing sommelier education programme.

Several challenges must be considered for such courses to be successful. However,
online education increases flexibility and cost-effectiveness (Kearsley, 2002),
important factors for an industry known for long hours and moderate wages (Levi,
2020, pers comm.), thus justifying the investigation.

This research paper will answer the following research questions (RQ):

1.

To what extent are sommeliers satisfied with the number and format of guided
tastings in the Norwegian sommelier education programme?

2.

To what extent is there a demand for guided tasting sessions, either face-toface or online, as an addition to existing sommelier education?

3.

To what extent are live virtual classroom wine tasting courses considered a
valid alternative to on-site tastings?

4.

What do sommeliers consider the main challenges for online wine tasting
courses?

5.

Are participants in live virtual classroom wine tasting courses satisfied with this
format for receiving corrective feedback or do they prefer face-to-face tastings?

4

3.

Review of research context
3.1. Online wine education

Online wine education is offered by multiple education institutions internationally.
At WSET alone, more than 5,600 students studied the theory of wine online across
levels 1-3 in the academic year 2018/2019 (Harrison, 2020, pers comm.). WSET
experienced a 175% increase in online students across Levels 1-3 in the academic
year 2017/2018 compared to that of 2014/2015. In contrast, the total growth over the
same period was 57% (Harrison, 2019). A comparison of motivations, satisfaction
and outcomes of WSET Level 3 online to classroom students revealed that when
motivations are met, the two groups were equally satisfied (Harrison, 2019).
However, the report mentioned is limited to theoretical online wine education and no
research exists that assesses virtual wine tastings.

3.2. Online wine tasting courses
At present, only a few internationally recognised wine education institutions offer
guided live virtual wine tastings2. With the prospect of higher student satisfaction and
greater accessibility at a low cost, Julien Camus (2019, pers comm.) of the Wine
Scholar Guild thinks virtual guided wine tastings are compelling and he is considering
developing such courses. Presently, substantial innovation is seen in the field of
online wine tasting as a response to the global lock-down caused by Covid-19. The
UK-based WSET approved programme provider (APP), Enjoy Discovering Wine, is
now offering WSET courses fully online where they provide wine samples via mail

2

Enjoy Discovering Wine https://enjoydiscoveringwine.com/, Cambridge wine academy
http://www.cambridgewineacademy.com/, ThirtyFifty https://www.thirtyfifty.co.uk/, Birmingham Wine
School http://www.birminghamwineschool.com/, West London Wine School
https://www.westlondonwineschool.com/, Wine Academy Italia https://wineacademyitalia.com/
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delivery and then guide students through tastings in a live virtual classroom (LVC)
(Enjoy Discovering Wine, 2020). The courses have just started, and no data was
available for comparing the outcomes of online to on-site at the conclusion of this
research. Nevertheless, the format has received praise from participating students
and far exceeded instructor Erica Dents’ (2020, pers comm.) expectations in terms of
ease of delivery.

Sommelier students seeking guidance from an expert when tasting wine commonly
experience being hindered by geographical distances (Furuholmen, 2019, pers
comm.), suggesting a need to improve offerings of easily accessible online wine
tastings. Absence of direct interaction and corrective feedback from instructors is a
limitation of pre-recorded online education, and Liora Levi (2020, pers comm.),
President of the Norwegian Sommelier Association (NSA), believes two-way
communication is probably necessary for virtual wine tastings for Norwegian
sommelier students to be successful.

3.3. Virtual classroom
“A virtual classroom is an online learning environment that allows for live interaction
between the tutor and the learners as they are participating in learning activities”
(Vedamo, 2018). Examining physics students’ opinions about LVC showed the format
was largely desired (Yılmaz, 2015) and teacher candidates’ perception of virtual
coaching was universally positive when studied by Wake, et al., (2017). Recording
the live virtual session and enabling students to access it at any time was deemed
essential for physics students’ achievements (Yılmaz, 2015), coinciding with the main
advantage of online educations, as expressed by Norwegian industry professionals
(Brimi, 2020, pers comm.) (Pedersen-Frøjd, 2020, pers comm.). Convenience is a
6

major motivating factor for choosing online education (Harris & Martin, 2012) (Cole,
et al., 2014) (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2016). However, when demands and preferences
of online college students were examined, more than half of respondents
emphasised the importance of interaction with instructors and classmates (Clinefelter
& Aslanian, 2017), underlining the benefit of live virtual rather than pre-recorded
courses.

3.4. Corrective feedback
“Corrective feedback is a form of performance feedback used to improve student
achievement. Teachers provide feedback to students to reinforce expectations and to
correct student errors during lessons” (The Wing Institute, 2020). Feedback should
be provided regularly, be balanced and specific, highlighting what went well
alongside offering alternatives if correction is needed (Arshavskiy, 2016). Repetitive
training and corrective feedback from experienced tasters are considered
fundamental to attaining palate calibration, learning correct use of a systematic
approach to tasting schemes and mastering writing accurate tasting notes, according
to sommelier Even Brimi (2020, pers comm.).

3.5. Wine tasting practice
Olfactory expertise is typically associated with prolonged and maintained practice
(Royet, et al., 2013) and practical training is vital to improving one’s wine tasting
skills. However, a novice taster can encounter palate fatigue quite rapidly and should
probably start with no more than four wines at a time (Robinson, 2015). Up to 25
wines are tasted per day in the Norwegian sommelier education and reducing the
number of wines to a maximum of 15 per day would probably be advantageous
according to Furuholmen (2019, pers comm.). However, as fewer wines per day
7

would necessitate increasing the number of study days to taste the same number of
wines, it would affect the costs and implementation of the study.

3.6. Offerings of guided wine tastings
Student tasting groups facilitate valuable discussions and effective utilisation of wine
samples, help students build confidence by speaking in front of others and structure
their self-study better by committing to their peers (Court of Master Sommeliers,
2020). Nonetheless, participants in tasting groups consisting solely of students are
deprived of valuable corrective feedback from a trained taster.

With close to 25,000 products listed by the Norwegian wine monopoly available to
every taster in the country (Vinmonopolet, 2020), sourcing the same bottles of wines
across a wide geography is possible. Given this dynamic and the need for instruction
from a trained taster this research will test the hypothesis that add-on guided virtual
wine tastings for tasting groups combines the stated benefits of tasting groups with
valuable expert guidance and the added convenience of an online format.
Furthermore, it will test the hypothesis that a satisfactory level of communication
between the tutor and tasters can be achieved in an LVC.
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4.

Methodology

Qualitative and quantitative data were needed to examine the opportunities for
developing online wine tasting courses in Norway, and research was carried out in
three stages. The first stage included preliminary interviews with tutors from the three
Norwegian sommelier schools. The second stage focused on surveying a statistically
significant group of sommeliers. The third stage involved “hands-on” small-scale
research, also referred to as action research (Denscombe, 2018), simulating an
online tasting environment with participants completing both pre- and post-tasting
surveys about their expectations and experiences.

4.1. Qualitative interviews with tutors from the Norwegian sommelier schools
Interviews gathered opinions on advantages and limitations of online courses and
their potential in the Norwegian market and helped refine the questionnaires. The
research population consisted of graduates from each of the three Norwegian
sommelier schools3 with one tutor from each school interviewed in order to gather
data to compare student experiences. Information was gathered about the number
and format of guided tastings in each school, and it was established that a similar
number of wines were tasted, that a comparable “systematic approach to tasting”
scheme was used, and that instructor feedback followed the same template.
Selecting tutors residing in different Norwegian regions further provided perspective
on the matter of accessibility.

3

Kulinarisk Akademi, Norsk Sommelier Utdannelse, Beverage Academy.
(https://www.vinkelner.no/forside-2/bli-vinkelner/)
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Three semi-structured interviews with the following subjects were carried out
between November 2019 and January 2020 (Table 1):

Table 1 Interviewees, their position and geographical affiliation
Name
Cathinca Dege

Position
Head tutor at Beverage
Academy and Bourgogne wine
ambassador

City
Oslo, Eastern Norway

Henrik Dahl
Jansen

Tutor at Norsk Sommelier
utdannelse and sommelier

Trondheim, Central Norway
(previously residing in
Kristiansand, Southern Norway)

Knut Espen
Misje

Tutor at Kulinarisk Akademi and
sommelier

Stavanger, Western Norway

4.2. Email survey - Collecting quantitative data
Surveys are time and cost effective (Denscombe, 2018) and the preferred method of
collecting anonymous and unbiased data.

4.2.1. Survey sample
The NSA was the chosen research population, selected because it made it possible
to reach sommeliers trained at all three Norwegian sommelier schools. Due to
practical limitations the author was unable to reach all sommeliers educated in
Norway. Membership of the NSA costs NOK 6004 a year, and members are expected
to be more committed than the average sommelier thus surveying all sommeliers
educated in Norway represents an area for potential future research. In 2020 there
were 303 members listed in the NSA. The survey was sent to 280 members, as the

4

Approximately GBP 50.
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author, the participants in the action research and interviewees were excluded in
order to avoid biased responses.

Acknowledging the challenge of collecting survey responses from on-trade
professionals, a confidence level of 90% with 5% margin of error was judged
acceptable and required a minimum of 139 complete survey responses. Of the 170
responses collected, 159 were complete and used for results analysis.

4.2.2. Questionnaire design
The survey5 consisting of 15 questions, was created on Onlineundersokelse.com
between November 2019 and January 2020, and emailed to the research population
on 20 January 2020. An incentive was included6, and after one week, an email
reminder was sent out.

The questionnaire was designed to assess to what extent sommeliers consider it
necessary to practice tasting in addition to in-school tastings, and their attitudes
towards LVC tastings. Ordinal data were collected by Likert-type questions on a scale
of 1-5 and one rank order question where alternatives were automatically randomised
for each respondent to prevent order bias. Nominal data from an open-ended
question was analysed qualitatively by evaluating the frequency of answers.
Respondents were asked about the extent of their wine industry experience, their
employment situation and if their employer funded the studies, to assess influence on
the outcomes of survey questions. The results are discussed in Section 5.

5
6

Survey 1, appendix 8.3.
A chance to win Champagne or gift certificates.
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The NSA accepts graduates from a number of international educational bodies7 in
addition to the Norwegian sommelier schools, and comparability with the Norwegian
education programme could not be guaranteed. Therefore, respondents were
eliminated from the survey if they indicated they had completed their education
abroad.

4.2.3. Demographics of the research population and survey respondents
The questionnaire included demographic questions examining gender, age and
geographical distribution to ensure respondents’ representativeness of the research
population. Survey respondents matched the distribution of the overall population of
the NSA.

Table 2 Demographics, gender
Groups

Male

Female

Members of the NSA (n=280)

66%

34%

Survey respondents (n=159)

65%

35%

The gender of the survey respondents mirrored that of the NSA with males
outnumbering females by almost two to one (Table 2).

No information covering birth dates of NSA members was available, and thus survey
results were compared to graduates at Kulinarisk Akademi (KA) in 2018 and 2019
(Table 3).

7

Sommeliers from Grythyttan, Gustibus, Vinkällan, Restaurantakademiet, Dansk Sommelier
Uddannelse, Vinakademiet and Advanced sommeliers from Court of Master Sommeliers.
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Table 3 Demographics, age
Groups

20
years or
younger

21 – 29
years

30 – 39
years

40 – 49
years

50 – 59
years

60
years or
older

Graduates at KA
2018/2019 (n=78)

3%

42%

31%

14%

8%

2%

Survey
respondents
(n=159)

2%

41%

30%

15%

9%

3%

Younger respondents (below 40 years old) made up about three-quarters of the
research population and survey respondents (Table 3).

Table 4 Demographics, geographical distribution
Groups

Eastern Southern Western Central Northern

Members of the NSA (n=280)

79%

2%

13%

4%

2%

Survey respondents (n=159)

80%

2%

12%

4%

2%

About 80% of the research population and survey respondents reside in Eastern
Norway (Table 4) despite only 50% of the Norwegian population being resident in the
region (Population data, 2020), probably because most fine dining restaurants
attractive to sommeliers are based around Oslo8. Nonetheless, the number of
Michelin stars awarded to restaurants outside Eastern Norway doubled in January
20209, demonstrating changing trends and increased demand for sommeliers in other
regions.

8

30 of the 39 Norwegian restaurants mentioned in the Michelin guide are located in Oslo.
From four to eight, now including Renaa**, Sabi Omakase*, Bare* in Western Norway, Credo*, Fagn*
and Speilsalen* in Central Norway and Under* in Southern Norway (Guide Michelin, 2020).
9
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4.3. Action research
At present, no provider offers online guided tastings for Norwegian sommelier
students. An action research experiment with LVC blind wine tasting sessions and
pre- and post-tasting surveys was the preferred method of collecting data on
expected and experienced quality of online wine tasting courses.

4.3.1. Preparing the action research
The mean number of participants in an action research is 23 (Mason, 2010). To
ensure a spread of age-bands, both genders and participants from all Norwegian
regions, a representative group of 2710 participants was chosen. This was divided
into tasting groups of five to six people consisting of both qualified sommeliers and
students to ensure that data was gathered from both graduates and candidates
currently preparing for the challenging blind-tasting exam. Due to constraints in the
availability of single serve, small format wine bottles11, the action research LVC
tastings were conducted with small groups rather than individuals as this structure
allowed for the utilization of 750ml bottles and offered a more efficient way to
complete the research in the allotted time.

Due to time and resource constraints, the action research was performed with one
group per region. Small group research is generally not considered statistically
significant (Denscombe, 2018). However, completing two tastings per group, giving
participants a solid base for comparing online to face-to-face was prioritised over
doubling the number of groups. Data collected in the pre- and post-tasting surveys
were therefore treated as directional rather than critical.

10
11

Appendix 8.2.
The selection of small format wine bottles is currently very limited in Norway.
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Two tastings, both including a flight of three different wines to be tasted in 45
minutes, were conducted with the groups in each region (Figure 1). The group
members met at set dates, times and locations (Table 5) and connected virtually with
the tutor who was based in Oslo.

Table 5 Dates, times and locations for tastings in the five regions
City/region
Oslo/
Eastern Norway

Location
Mathallen Oslo

Tasting 1
Tasting 2
February 3, 2020, February 5, 2020,
18.00
18.00

Kristiansand/
Southern Norway

Restaurant Sjøhuset January 20, 2020, January 27, 2020,
10.00
15.00

Stavanger/
Western Norway

Konserthuset
Stavanger

January 20, 2020, January 27, 2020,
12.30
12.30

Trondheim/
Eastern Norway

To rom og Kjøkken

January 24, 2020, January 31, 2020,
10.00
10.00

Tromsø/
Northern Norway

Mathallen Tromsø

January 20, 2020, January 27, 2020,
17.00
10.00

Figure 1 Map of the five regions of Norway
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A pre-tasting survey12 was developed and emailed to participants to answer prior to
the first tasting. The questionnaire was designed to collect relevant background
information and opinions before the tastings as well as data to compare with results
of the post-tasting survey.

Six wines were selected, representative of styles found in the sommelier education
syllabus and available through the monopoly (Table 6, Table 7):

Table 6 Wines used in Tasting One

Table 7 Wines used in Tasting Two

Rheingau Riesling Trocken 2018,
Leitz

Champagne Spécial Cuvée Brut,
Bollinger

Anderson Valley Pinot Noir 2015,
Rhys

Chablis Sainte Claire 2018,
Brocard

Moulis en Médoc Cru Bourgeois
2016, Ch. Lalaudey

Rioja Reserva 2014, Marqués de
Cáceres

Two bottles of each wine13 were ordered from a monopoly shop in each region and
collected by a trusted wine professional14 who later opened and poured the wines for
participants to taste blind.

VEDAMO interactive Virtual Classroom and Learning Management System, Big Blue
Button and Adobe Connect virtual classroom software were all tested prior to the
action research. VEDAMO proved more reliable and user-friendly for participants and
was ultimately selected. A pilot tasting with three WSET Diploma students
demonstrated that best visual interaction was achieved when a minimum of twothirds of participants had their own screen (laptop/tablet/smartphone). It was

12

Survey 2, appendix 8.5.
In case one was defective.
14 Appendix 8.2.
13

16

assumed that best auditory interaction would be achieved with a headset per taster.
However, echoing became a problem and muting of microphones obstructed the flow
of conversation. Thus, all participants were instructed to use an individual screen and
communicated through a single laptop microphone and speaker during the tastings.
4.3.2. Action research – online wine tastings
Before each session, participants were informed about the purpose of the research15
and urged to focus on comparing their experience with the virtual format to previous
face-to-face tastings, not comparing the competence of instructors, style and quality
of wines etc. The tasting lasted 45 minutes, in which participants tasted three wines
blind and wrote full tasting notes16. Following the template of the Norwegian
sommelier education, each participant was then asked to read out the note and
justify the conclusion where relevant. After this, following the model of instructor
feedback, they received corrective feedback from the tutor (author17), with a focus on
palate calibration and improved logic and reasoning in the tasting note.
Following the second tasting, a post-tasting survey18 was sent out. While each survey
included questions relevant to that stage of the research, some questions were kept
consistent across both surveys, enabling the comparison of findings from pre- and
post-tasting.

15

Assessing how guided tastings in an LVC compare to guided tastings face-to-face.
15-minutes per wine to mirror a midterm tasting test in the Norwegian sommelier education.
17 The author teaches sommelier education as a profession and is very familiar with the format of
guided tastings with corrective feedback.
18 Survey 3, appendix 8.7.
16

17

4.4. Limitations
It was considered whether the author could influence survey results by acting as the
tutor. It is a prerequisite that tutors in the Norwegian sommelier education
programme aim to provide the highest quality feedback with clear, distinct and
valuable advice (Levi, 2020, pers comm.), providing the high standard feedback
targeted by the author. Furthermore, due to the limited size of the Norwegian wine
industry, finding an experienced, neutral third-party educator who was not a
colleague of the author or an educator for a rival school was not feasible.
Consequently, it was deemed permissible for the author to serve as the instructor in
the tasting portion of the research.

Questions about time per wine in a tasting, rates of wines per day and willingness to
attend and pay for add-on courses were not quantified. The questions were included
to assess the potential for increasing the number of wines per day rather than
offering add-on courses and also whether sommeliers see a value in add-on tastings.
It is therefore recommended that providers seeking detailed figures conduct a
consumer survey where industry experience and income are also surveyed as these
factors are likely to influence responses.
“Quality” is ambiguous, and It is acknowledged that respondents could consider
various aspects when asked to judge the “quality of tutor-led tastings”19. The focus
was to assess sommeliers’ overall satisfaction with school tastings, and rating tutors’
competence, content and lay-out of tastings were not relevant. Thus, the question
was kept brief and intentionally less detailed to increase completion rate.

E.g. the tutor’s knowledge, presentation- and educational abilities, the style/quality of the wines
shown, the size of the group and lay-out of the facilities.
19

18

5.

Results and analysis

In order to answer the five research questions central to this paper, both data
collected from the survey of the NSA members and results from the action research
were analysed20. The NSA member survey was used to answer RQ 1-4 while the
action research addressed RQ5.

5.1. Norwegian sommelier association member survey
Currently, there are no add-on tasting courses or guided live LVC wine tastings
available to Norwegian sommelier students. Data assessing whether there is a need
and demand for developing such a service was therefore collected. Results
presented in this section represent sommeliers’ beliefs about the benefits and
demand for guided tastings in addition to the formal sommelier education as well as
the potential advantages and disadvantages of an online format. Section 5.1.2. and
5.1.4. also contain results collected from the action research pre- and post-tasting
surveys, included to give further depth to results analysis.

5.1.1. Satisfaction levels with school tastings
Data from survey responses of 159 sommeliers answered RQ1: To what extent are
sommeliers satisfied with the number and format of guided tastings in the Norwegian
sommelier education programme? Assessing satisfaction was necessary to
determine whether a need for additional tasting practice exists and if the format of the
sommelier education can be optimised rather than offering any additional tastings as
add-on courses.

20

Percentages quoted in the results have been rounded to the nearest whole number.
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Figure 2 Agreement levels: the number of guided tastings at school and the
need for additional tasting practice
Completely agree
29%

Partially agree
72%

Don’t know
43%

Partially disagree
8%

Completely
disagree

13%
7%

There are enough wine
tastings at school to be well
prepared for the exam
(n=159)

24%
1%

2%
1%

There is a need to practice
wine tasting in addition to
classroom tastings in order to
be well prepared for the exam

The number of guided tastings in the education programme received satisfactory
ratings with nearly three-quarters completely or partially agreeing that there are
currently enough wine tastings at school (Figure 2). Yet, 96% of respondents
expressed their agreement when asked if there is a need for practice tastings outside
the classroom (Figure 2). While this may appear to be somewhat contradictory, it
highlights the fact that while the current situation meets their basic need for
preparation for the exam, interest in additional tasting opportunities is high.
As students are made aware of the need for self-study at the time of enrolment21, it is
also likely that most respondents participated in tasting sessions outside the
classroom when they were enrolled as students.

21

Cathinca Dege - see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative interviews with tutors from the Norwegian
sommelier schools.
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Figure 3 Agreement levels: the quality of guided tastings at school

Completely100%
agree
90%
80%

35%

Partially agree

70%

Don’t know

60%
50%
40%

45%

Partially disagree
30%
20%

Completely
10%
disagree
0%

8%
10%
2%

The guided tastings are of sufficient quality to be
well prepared for the exam
(n=159)

The majority agreed that the quality22 of guided tastings is sufficient to be well
prepared for the exam (Figure 3). Questions about the time per wine in a tasting and
the number of wines tasted per day were included to further assess the potential for
optimising the format of guided tastings in school (Figure 4).

“Quality” can be ambiguous. However, the question was intentionally left brief to increase
completion rate. For an outline of limitations, see 4.4 Limitations.
22
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Figure 4 Agreement levels: amount of time per wine in a tasting and number of
wines per day
Completely100%
agree
90%
80%

Partially agree

51%

44%

70%

Don’t know

60%
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40%
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30%
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36%
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10%
disagree
0%

6%
6%
6%
1%

12%
1%

The time you are given per If a high number of wines are
wine in a tasting affects the tasted during the day it could
accuracy of your tasting notes
cause palate fatigue
(n=159)

Most completely or partially agreed that the time per wine in a tasting affects the
accuracy of the tasting note and that a large number23 of wines tasted per day could
result in palate fatigue (Figure 4). Sommeliers generally agreed the quality of school
tastings were satisfactory (Figure 3) and results imply that adding more tastings
without adding study time could decrease the satisfaction with the format of in-school
tastings. As such, providers are advised to keep the number of wines included in the
formal education programme at the current level, or also to add study days should
they decide to add more wine tastings to the syllabus.

Whether length of industry experience before starting the sommelier education
programme impacted reactions to the questions was assessed by segmenting the

“Time” and “high number of wines” were intentionally not quantified. For an outline of limitations, see
4.4 Limitations.
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results into two sets of respondents: “Up to 5 years” and “6 or more years”
experience (Table 8).

Table 8 The influence of wine industry experience on time pressure in wine
tasting and the likelihood of experiencing palate fatigue (n=159)
Questions

Industry experience before
sommelier education
Up to 5 years

6 or more years

The time you are given per wine in a tasting
affects the accuracy of your tasting notes

85% agreeing
responses

90% agreeing
responses

If a high number of wines are tasted during the
day it could cause palate fatigue

83% agreeing
responses

74% agreeing
responses

Findings demonstrated that the more seasoned professionals were especially
inclined to experience reduced accuracy of their tasting notes with limited time per
wine (Table 8), rather contradictory as it is judged likely that efficiency in wine tasting
increase with experience. Findings could signal that seasoned wine professionals
strive to include a greater level of details in their tasting note, thus being affected
equally, or even more by limited time when tasting wine. Differences, however, were
not statistically significant (Chi-squared; p=.418) based on the significance level of
p<.05, implying that time per wine could affect accuracy of a tasting note regardless
of tasters’ wine industry experience.

The less seasoned respondents were more prone to suffer palate fatigue if tasting a
large number of wines per day (Table 8). The finding that wine industry experience
builds tasting stamina was not unexpected. However, results were not significant in a
statistical sense (Chi-squared; p=.160), suggesting that palate fatigue can be a
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challenge for all students in the sommelier education programme, regardless of
experience.

In the action research post-tasting survey, the 27 participants in the LVC wine
simulations were asked if they are/were satisfied with the format of wine tastings in
the sommelier education. Twenty-five respondents replied “yes”, supporting the
notion of a satisfactory quality of school tastings (Figure 3) and that the format should
be kept unchanged. Unsatisfied respondents were asked for a comment, and both
stated that large classes hindered discussions between students and tutors.
Facilitating group work to enable better interaction and discussions (Erica Dent,
2020, pers comm.) is a potential solution. Nevertheless, group work requires
additional space and educators guiding the groups, which may not be feasible for
some providers.

In discussions held during the LVC tastings, participants signalled different
preferences for tasting wine blind or fully seen and with or without guidance from the
tutor while tasting. The post-tasting survey therefore included a question assessing
whether any of the variations were to be perceived more educational (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 The most educational format of school tastings
The tutor tells you what levels of colour,
aroma, acid, tannin, etc. the wine has while
you are tasting the wine
Taste the wine open (not blind), decide first
and then have the tutor provide you with
corrective feedback on your tasting notes

3

2

Taste the wine blind, decide first and then
have the tutor provide you with corrective
feedback on your tasting notes

Other, please specify

19

3

(n=27)

The majority clearly preferred blind tasting followed by corrective feedback (Figure 5).
The three selecting “other” preferred a combination of all of the above and one stated
that being guided through the tasting is especially important early in the studies. Blind
tastings can be daunting and of limited value without sufficiently calibrated palates,
and it would be best for providers to start with fully guided wine tastings and progress
to blind tastings later in the studies. It is also suggested that if add-on tasting courses
are developed, it would be beneficial for providers to facilitate blind tastings where
unlabelled tasting samples could be sent directly to participants rather than tasters
having to buy labelled wine bottles from the monopoly.

5.1.2. The need for additional guided tastings
RQ2 asked to what extent there is a demand for guided tasting sessions, either faceto-face or online, as an addition to existing sommelier education.
In interviews the tutors from the Norwegian sommelier schools discussed how
students frequently experience reduced value of tasting practice when tasting wine
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without corrective feedback24. In order to establish whether there is a need for guided
tastings in addition to the formal education programme, members of the NSA were
asked to rate the significance of feedback from an expert when tasting wine.

Figure 6 Agreement levels: the importance of corrective feedback from an
expert
Corrective feedback is important to
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Partially agree70%

69%

68%

67%

28%

29%

27%
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Don’t know
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10%
0%

improve your
understand the
understand the
justification for the
wine’s components wine’s quality,
(colour, aroma, origin, variety, etc. chosen level of
components and
acid, tannin, etc.)
(conclusion)
conclusion

As Figure 6 demonstrates, most agreed that corrective feedback is a vital part of wine
tasting, both to understand the wine’s components, quality, origin, variety, etc. and to
improve one’s own justifications.
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Knut Espen Misje, Cathinca Dege, Henrik Dahl Jansen - see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative
interviews with tutors from the Norwegian sommelier schools.
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Figure 7 Agreement levels: difficulty of tasting wine without corrective
feedback from an expert
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11%

10%

13%

0%

4%

It is hard to know whether you are tasting correctly
and writing proper tasting notes without corrective
feedback

Nearly three-quarters agreed (72% Completely/Partially Agree) that it is hard to know
whether you are tasting correctly and writing proper tasting notes when tasting wine
as a self-study without any corrective feedback (Figure 7).

Whether length of industry experience influenced results was examined (Table 9).
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Table 9 The influence of wine industry experience on wine tastings as a selfstudy without corrective feedback (n=159)
Question

It is hard to know whether you are tasting
correctly and writing proper tasting notes
when tasting wine as a self-study without
corrective feedback

Industry experience before sommelier
education
up to 5 years
6 or more years
77% agreeing
responses

62% agreeing
responses

As table 9 demonstrates, seasoned wine industry professionals were significantly
less likely to agree than those with up to five years’ experience (Chi-squared;
p=.048). Nonetheless, nearly all respondents agreed that corrective feedback from
an expert is important when tasting wine (Figure 6), and it is therefore likely that
those with longer wine industry experience are more confident in their tasting ability
and require less feedback than those less experienced. Education providers should
encourage students with short to moderate wine industry experience to build a
network from whom they could seek guidance to enhance the value of their self-study
tastings.

Furthermore, Figure 6 demonstrates that corrective feedback is essential to improve
one’s wine tasting skills, while Figure 2 displays a need for practicing wine tasting
outside in-school tastings. Thus, providers are recommended to extend their portfolio
to include add-on guided tasting courses, effectively improving the educational value
of self-study tastings.

Length of wine industry experience affects students tasting practice as demonstrated
by Table 8 and Table 9. Hence, segmenting participants by level of experience would
ensure the greatest value for all tasters. Moreover, segmenting is more challenging in
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on-site in-person school tastings, and add-on online courses could potentially prove
even more valuable to some students than on-site school tastings.

5.1.3. Demand for additional guided tastings
In order to further assess the demand, members of the NSA were asked to indicate
the likelihood of spending time and money25 on such courses (Figure 8).

Figure 8 Likelihood of spending time and money on add-on wine tasting
courses guiding tasting groups that taste wine as a self-study
100%

Very likely

14%

90%
80%

36%

Quite likely
70%

37%

60%

Unsure

50%

35%

40%
28%

Quite unlikely
30%
20%
10%
Very unlikely
0%

16%
10%

14%

3%

7%

Likelihood of spending time

Likelihood of spending money

(n=159)

The majority were interested in spending time on such courses (Figure 8) and as
results to Figure 6 and 7 expressed the necessity of corrective feedback in wine
tasting, the results demonstrate a clear demand for add-on wine tasting courses.

Nonetheless it must be considered that there is a significant (Chi-squared; p=.0003)
scepticism towards spending money on such a service (Figure 8) compared to

“Time” and “money” were intentionally not quantified. For an outline of limitations, see 4.4
Limitations.
25
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spending time on it. Thus, it is unclear whether offering add-on courses would be
profitable for providers for the time being. However, Misje believes add-on courses
would increase sommeliers’ tasting skills26, and attendance could be encouraged by
highlighting the importance of elevated tasting skills, which if inadequate can be
disadvantageous in career progression and a hindrance in further wine training.

Results are likely influenced by the low-wage environment of the restaurant industry
(Arbeidstilsynet, 2019) as well as a notion that the sizeable study fee27 should cover
all necessary tastings. By offering courses online as opposed to on-site, costs for
venue hire are reduced and courses can potentially be offered at a lower price.
Thereby the assertion that add-on courses should be developed in an online rather
than on-site format is further supported.

In the pre-tasting survey, the 27 participants in the action research tastings assessed
the likelihood of spending time and money on add-on courses (online and/or on-site).
Data were compared to findings from the post-tasting survey where the same
respondents assessed the value they would attach to attending and spending money
on such courses (Figure 9). The alternative “unsure” was excluded from the posttasting survey, as respondents were expected to have a clear viewpoint on the
subject after having participated in two add-on tastings.

Knut Espen Misje – see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative interviews with tutors from the Norwegian
sommelier schools.
27 NOK 47,500, approximately GBP 4,000 https://kulinariskakademi.no/, https://www.vinkelneren.no/,
http://beverageacademy.no/.
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Figure 9 Likelihood of spending time and money on add-on wine tasting
courses
Spending time
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Three-quarters stated they would attach high value to spending time on add-on
tasting courses post-tasting, double the number from the pre-tasting survey (Figure
9). While also showing double the pre-tasting results, only about half of the
participants attached high value to spending money on such courses post-tasting
(Figure 9). As such, data supports the findings from the NSA members survey
demonstrating a demand for add-on courses, but a limited interest in paying extra for
them.

Findings presented participants’ interest in add-on courses regardless of format
(online and/or on-site). The marked discrepancy between pre- and post-tasting
thereby implies that participants were unable to imagine how valuable guided
tastings outside school tastings could be before experiencing them. Furthermore, this
indicated that add-on courses have the potential to exceed participants’ expectations
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and that providers can expect a gradual increase in demand when courses establish
a reputation for their high quality and value.

5.1.4. Live virtual classroom tastings as an alternative to on-site tastings
To what extent members of the NSA believe in an LVC as an alternative and add-on
to on-site tastings was examined in order to answer RQ3: To what extent are live
virtual classroom wine tasting courses considered a valid alternative to on-site
tastings?

Figure 10 Agreement levels: considering LVC wine tasting as an alternative and
add-on to on-site
Wine tasting in an LVC can be
Completely
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agree
90%
80%

Partially agree

35%
47%
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Don’t know
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40%
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30%
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(n=159)
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to on-site tasting for tasting guide tasting groups that are
groups tasting wine as a self- tasting wine as a self-study
study

The majority agreed that they considered LVC a valid alternative to on-site tastings
(Figure 10). However, comparing data from the two questions revealed an 11%
advantage to the format being an add-on rather than an alternative to on-site, a
statistically significant difference at (Chi-squared; p=.014). Therefore, it likely best if
virtual tastings do not replace any on-site tastings for the time being but are offered
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as an add-on service. Sommeliers’ general preference for online or on-site studies is
likely to affect their view of wine tasting in an LVC (Figure 11).

Figure 11 Agreement levels: considering online studies in general as an
alternative to on-site studies
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Don’t know

16%

36%
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20%
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22%

30%
18%

10%
0%
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alternative to on-site studies
(n=159)

Figure 11 shows that over half (52%) of respondents consider online studies in
general to be a good alternative to on-site programmes. When considering online
tasting groups as a replacement for in-person self-study groups, the rates of
agreement rise notably with 73% agreeing that it is a good alternative and 84%
agreeing that it is a good add-on service. These results could also suggest that the
“live” aspect of these tastings is seen to be more appealing than pre-recorded
lectures. As such, providers are advised to use the LVC format for online wine tasting
courses.
Doubtful and negative respondents were asked to comment “why”, which resulted in
53 observations. The fear of missing out on direct feedback, discussions, interaction
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and getting answers to one’s questions were the most common responses,
supporting the claim that online tastings ought to be live and not pre-recorded. That
online training is a valid addition but not a replacement for on-site was also indicated,
in line with previously stated recommendations to offer online tastings as add-on
courses.

Findings were analysed to assess whether gender and age impacted reactions to the
questions (Table 10, Table 11).

Table 10 The influence of gender on attitudes towards online training (n=159)
Questions
Online studies are a good alternative to on-site
studies

Female

Male

59% agreeing 49% agreeing
answers
answers

Wine tasting in a "live virtual classroom" can be a 80% agreeing 85% agreeing
good add-on service for guiding tasting groups that
answers
answers
are tasting wine as a self-study
Wine tasting in a "live virtual classroom" can be a 73% agreeing 71% agreeing
good alternative to on-site tasting for tasting groups
answers
answers
tasting wine as a self-study

Results showed no clear pattern (Table 10) and no statistically significant results
(Chi-squared; p=.210, p=.495, p=.754), thereby implying that gender will not be a
determining factor for participation in online wine tasting courses.

34

Table 11 The influence of age on attitudes towards online training (n=159)
Questions

39 years and
younger

40 years and
older

Online studies are a good alternative to on-site
studies

49% agreeing 60% agreeing
answers
answers

Wine tasting in a "live virtual classroom" can be a
good add-on service for guiding tasting groups that
are tasting wine as a self-study

69% agreeing 82% agreeing
answers
answers

Wine tasting in a "live virtual classroom" can be a
good alternative to on-site tasting for tasting
groups tasting wine as a self-study

80% agreeing 93% agreeing
answers
answers

Findings demonstrated that the younger NSA members were less positive to online
training than those above 40 years old (Table 11), a surprising result considering
younger generations are usually more tech savvy (Vogels, 2019). However, results
were not significant (Chi-squared; p=.216) and it is unlikely that age is a major
determining factor for participation in online training among sommeliers in Norway.
Differences seen when the two groups considered the LVC as an add-on to on-site
were also statistically insignificant (Chi-squared; p=.098), while how they judged the
LVC as an alternative to on-site resulted in significant differences (Chi-squared
p=.038).

Cross referencing survey responses from the two groups failed to explain why mature
sommeliers were more open to LVC as an alternative to on-site wine tastings.
Providers are therefore advised to perform a student survey in order to understand
how motivation factors differ for the two groups and to be able to develop courses
attractive to all sommelier students, regardless of age.
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5.1.5. Main challenges of online wine tasting courses
In order to assess the potential for developing online wine tasting courses it was
necessary to establish what factors NSA members considered to be main challenges
of such a format. Potential challenges highlighted in background interviews with
tutors from the Norwegian sommelier schools28 were listed for sommeliers to rank
from 5 to 1, with 5 being a major and 1 being a minor challenge (Figure 12).

Data collected provided answers to RQ4: What do sommeliers consider the main
challenges for online wine tasting courses?

28

Knut Espen Misje, Cathinca Dege, Henrik Dahl Jansen - see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative
interviews with tutors from the Norwegian sommelier schools.
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Figure 12 Main challenges of online wine tasting courses for tasting groups in
an LVC

Cost of buying wine
Finding a time/place that suits all group
members
Having someone with whom to taste/start a
tasting group
I am unsure whether the feedback from the
tutor will be clear enough
I don’t think my employer believes in on-line
courses and may therefore refuse to pay for it
I am not confident with the quality of on-line
courses
Access to the necessary technical equipment
such as a computer and internet access

Access to the necessary equipment like
glasses, spittoons, etc.

62%

19%

19%

60%

22%

18%

52%

26%

33%

35%

25%

42%

28%

50%

16% 12%

72%

18%
Rating 5-4

(n=159)

32%

33%

22%

15%

22%

67%
3

Rating 1-2
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The cost of buying wine, finding a time/place that suits all group members and having
someone with whom to taste/start a tasting group were ranked as main challenges (5
or 4) by more than 50% (Figure 12). Hence, finding a way to overcome these
challenges and advertising what measures are taken to overcome them should be
top priority for providers in order to attract participants.

A potential solution to the main challenges is examining alternative ways of sourcing
wines. Jim Rollston MS uses neutral 4oz glass bottles marked only with numbers to
distribute blind tasting samples to mentees (Rollston, 2020, pers comm.) and Enjoy
Discovering Wine use similar bottles to distribute wine to online WSET students
across Great Britain (Dent, 2020, pers comm.). In order to facilitate full online
courses, WSET also just announced a collaboration with the newly released Etasting, which sells tasting sample sets of 2 cl pet-bottles for WSET Level 1, 2 and 3.
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The French company distributes samples across Europe within five business days
and reports that most wines have a shelf-life of about two months (E-tasting,
Vinovae, 2020). However, different regulations restrict sales in various countries, and
distribution must probably be tailored to each market. At present, no research exists
that examines the implications on wine quality, but as demand grows, this is a topic
that deserves further investigation.

In order for the LVC experience to be successful, participants must be able to taste
the same wines. If tasters were to buy individual bottles, the risk of different vintages,
bottle variations and faulty bottles would always be present. Thus, offering tasting
samples drawn from the same, quality-checked bottle would also ensure a
comparable tasting experience for every taster. One 75 cl bottle can be split into
numerous small bottles, mitigating the cost issue. Furthermore, as tasting samples
can be distributed to individual students, it eliminates the need to meet together to
taste, solving the remaining major challenges.

Clarity of feedback from the tutor and if their employer believes in online training and
would be willing to pay for it were judged considerable (3), but not major challenges
by more than 30% (Figure 12). As such, they are consistent with previous findings
showing a degree of non-belief in the online format (Figure 11) and a scepticism
about paying extra for such a service (Figure 8).

Half the respondents considered a lack of confidence in the quality of online training
a minor challenge (1 or 2) (Figure 12), thereby demonstrating that numerous
sommeliers believe a satisfactory course quality can be achieved in the online format.
This reinforces the premises of BIVB Ambassador Cathinca Dege, who considers the
Norwegian on-trade very open to online wine tasting courses based on the strong
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demand for the virtual tastings she has arranged in Oslo in conjunction with the
Bourgogne Wine Board (BIVB)29. Around 70% believed that access to the correct
tasting and technical equipment was a minor challenge (1 or 2) (Figure 12) implying
that virtual wine tasting courses can be arranged without many participants having to
invest in expensive equipment.

5.2. Action research
In order to assess whether participants in LVC wine tastings are satisfied with this
format for receiving corrective feedback or prefer face-to-face tastings (RQ5), 27
participants were asked to complete a pre-tasting survey, LVC wine tasting
simulations and a post-tasting survey. Given the small scale of the action research,
all results in 5.2. are presented as the number of responses rather than percentages.

5.2.1. Demographics
Finding suitable candidates willing and able to participate on set dates while also
ensuring an identical age and gender split as the research population of the
sommelier survey (NSA) was not feasible. However, as only minor gender or agerelated effects were observed in the results, it was deemed permissible. Table 12
shows the demographical split of the participants.

29

Cathinca Dege - see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative interviews with tutors from the Norwegian
sommelier schools.
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Table 12 Action research participants - demographics (n=27)
Gender

Age groups

Regions of
Norway

Study
situation

Men

Women

14

13

20 years or
younger

21 – 29
years

30 – 39
years

40 – 49
years

50 – 59
years

60 years
or older

0

11

6

5

3

2

Eastern

Southern

Western

Central

Northern

6

5

5

5

6

Graduates

Students

18

9

5.2.2. Communication and interaction in a live virtual classroom
Interaction between students and tutors strongly influences the level of satisfaction
(Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2017). Participants were asked to rate the level of interaction
with the tutor in an LVC both pre- and post-tasting, and results were compared
(Figure 13).
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Figure 13 Agreement levels: achieved interaction with the tutor in a live virtual
classroom
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Figure 13 demonstrates that reality clearly surpassed expectations. Still, the three
partially disagreeing answers post-tasting underline that interaction is a noteworthy
challenge with the format. In an open-response question post-tasting one of the
disagreeing respondents commented that the tutor and participants should know
each other before the virtual tastings, as the increased level of trust would facilitate
better interaction, thus suggesting the LVC tasting group should consist of students
from the same class and be led by a tutor known to the students. Two disagreeing
respondents further commented on the need for a better audio system, suggesting
the level of interaction might have been affected by inadequate auditory contact.

Participants were asked post-tasting to assess the achieved level of communication
in the virtual classroom (Figure 14).
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Figure 14 Agreement levels: communication in a live virtual classroom
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Nearly all agreed it was easy to communicate with the tutor, and felt the tutor heard
their questions and answered them clearly and distinctly (Figure 14). Hesitancy to
criticise the tutor or the format could have affected the honesty of responses, but data
were collected through an anonymous email survey and participants were urged to
be totally honest for findings to be of greatest value to the research. The findings
therefore indicate that communication in an LVC is potentially very successful.

The majority also agreed that it was easy to have a discussion that involved the tutor
and the other participants in the tasting group (Figure 14), although less completely
agreeing answers were seen and ratings were more in line with experienced levels of
interaction (Figure 13). This underscores that interaction and discussions can be
potential shortcomings of the format.
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Figure 15 Agreement levels: experience of technology in a virtual tasting
compared to on-site
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Whether the technology would work/worked well showed minimal discrepancy
between completely agreeing answers pre- and post-tasting (Figure 15). In an open
response question post-tasting, five participants across various groups reported
experiencing auditory and internet capacity issues30, thereby presenting a need for
improvement to the method. One respondent selected “don’t know” post-tasting.
However, the same respondent also left a comment about experiencing auditory
issues and probably represents a disagreeing answer.

The moderate ratings (Figure 15) are believed to have shaped the assessments of
interaction and discussion in an LVC, and providers are advised to develop clear
guidelines for the required bandwidth and auditory system to ensure best possible
interaction. Both partially disagreeing answers shown in Figure 14 were identical to

30

Echoing and disrupted flow of conversation if microphones had to be muted and unmuted as well as
unreliable internet connection due to the high pressure of processing several video streams.

43

respondents commenting on the need to improve the technical aspects of the
method, which supports the hypothesis. Pedersen-Frøjd (2020, pers comm.)
regularly conduct business meetings online and agrees with the notion that
inadequate sound and internet connection greatly reduces interest in participating in
discussions online.

Surveys pre-and post-tasting examined the quality of guidance and level of
concentration in the tasting group, a vital element in wine tasting (Robinson, 2015)
(Figure 16).

Figure 16 Agreement levels: the value of guidance from the tutor and achieved
level of concentration in a virtual classroom compared to on-site
The guidance
can be/was clear
and distinct

The guidance can
be/was useful and
valuable

High level of
concentration
in the group

Completely agree
11

20

14

25

9

19

Partially agree
Don´t know

7
12

Partially disagree

3

9

6

Completely
disagree

6
2
2

7
4

1

2

1

1
1

(n=27)

Experience surpassed expectations throughout (Figure 16), which supports the
hypothesis that guided tastings in an LVC can potentially be very successful. Online
training works best in a formal structure, and providers are advised to follow a distinct
format with clear and specific goals to ensure concentration in the group, clarity and
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value of guidance. Dahl Jansen agrees and believes the value of online events is
often diminished by lack of organisation31.

5.2.3. Preference for live virtual or face-to-face tastings
The post-tasting survey assessed whether practical considerations influenced
respondents’ preferred format, LVC or face-to-face (Figure 17).

Figure 17 Preferred format for blind tasting practice, LVC or face-to-face (F2F)
100%
90%
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Prefer live virtual
80%
classroom

20

70%
60%
50%
40%

22

30%
Prefer face-toface
20%
10%

7

0%

(n=27)

If the alternative was to go to
the place of study at specified
dates and times, would you
prefer LVC or F2F blind
tasting practice?

If you were to ignore all
practical considerations,
would you prefer a LVC or
F2F blind blind tasting
practice?

The majority preferred face-to-face if they were to ignore all practical concerns
(Figure 17). When considering the practicality of going to the place of study however,
the results were almost completely reversed. It is therefore implied that the
accessibility of the online format generally outweighs the preference for face-to-face.

31

Henrik Dahl Jansen - see methodology, 4.1. Qualitative interviews with tutors from the Norwegian
sommelier schools.
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It was not surprising that a preference was found for face-to-face, despite the
satisfactory ratings of the LVC format, as most people need time to adjust to the idea
of attending classes with sensory or hands-on components online. However, the
reduction of opportunities for in-person events caused by Covid-19 has probably led
to more people considering the virtual format suitable for practical tasks, which is an
advantage for providers considering developing online wine tastings.

Results were further analysed by region of residence to assess whether geographical
affiliation influenced responses (Figure 18).

Figure 18 Preferred format for blind tasting practice - geographical split
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When considering going to the place of study, only half of the participants residing in
Northern Norway would prefer LVC compared to two-thirds in Eastern Norway
(Figure 18). Most sommeliers and sommelier students residing in Northern Norway
live more than 800 kilometres from their place of study, hence results indicate that
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individuals’ preference for online or face-to-face has a major impact on chosen mode,
sometimes more so than accessibility.

Comments from respondents preferring face-to-face regardless of practical concerns
offer some interesting insights. It was stated, in line with results in Figure 15 and 16,
that the lack of concentration in the group and technical aspects inherent to the
online format can potentially reduce the value of such courses. The main reasons
stated for preferring face-to-face, however, were the social aspects of meeting
classmates, the motivational factor of the school environment and the fact that
traveling to the place of study allows participation in events and trade tastings not
available to students in remote regions. Findings thereby support the
recommendation that online courses should be offered in addition to on-site
education, not as a replacement, in the Norwegian sommelier education.
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6.

Conclusion and recommendations

The purpose of this research was to examine the potential for online wine tasting
courses in Norway, examining the quality of corrective feedback through an online
platform and the opportunities for developing virtual wine tasting courses.

The research did so by answering five research questions:

1.

To what extent are sommeliers satisfied with the number and format of guided
tastings in the Norwegian sommelier education programme?

Sommeliers are generally satisfied with the number of guided tastings, although
additional wine tasting practice outside in-school tastings is critical in order to be well
prepared for the exam. However, as corrective feedback is essential for
improvement, the educational value of self-study wine tastings can be questioned.
Norwegian sommelier education providers are therefore recommended to increase
the number of guided tastings in the education programme, or alternatively offer
guided tastings as an add-on service. Limited time per wine and too many wines per
day will decrease the value of in-school tastings for most students. Thus, increasing
the number of tastings without adding study days is not recommended.

The format of guided tastings in the Norwegian sommelier education achieves
satisfactory ratings and can be kept unchanged. Importantly though, providers should
serve a high proportion of wines blind as the study progresses and must strive to
enable valuable discussions between tutor and tasters at guided tastings.
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2.

To what extent is there a demand for guided tasting sessions, either face-toface or online, as an addition to existing sommelier education?

There is a clear demand for additional guided tastings, and the majority of
sommeliers attach value to attending courses outside the formal programme.
Nevertheless, it is a cost-sensitive issue, and lack of interest in paying extra for such
a service might result in limited profit for providers. This may be especially true when
such courses have not yet established a reputation for their high quality and value.
Nevertheless, results from online simulations demonstrated that participants’
experience can be surpassed and subsequently word-of-mouth marketing would
probably lead to increased demand.

While age and gender are unlikely to have a strong influence on involvement in
online add-on wine tasting courses, students’ wine industry experience should be
considered. Students with short to moderate industry experience before starting the
sommelier education have a lower threshold for palate fatigue and perceive selfstudy tastings without guidance as less valuable than those with longer experience.
Providers should therefore segment participants according to experience to ensure
the tastings challenge each student regardless of prior experience. Thus, providers
are recommended to select an add-on model if expanding the number of guided
tastings, as segmentation is more demanding when the tastings are part of the formal
programme.
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3.

To what extent are live virtual classroom wine tasting courses considered a
valid alternative to on-site tastings?

Reservations about the efficacy of online training were seen, and it is recommended
that LVC courses are initially offered as an addition to on-site training, not an
alternative.

Despite a marked hesitation about online studies, LVC wine tastings are generally
considered a good alternative to on-site tastings for self-study tasting practice. Most
participants in the virtual tasting experiment were also satisfied with the quality of
communication and guidance when receiving corrective feedback in an LVC.

It is vital to facilitate good interaction and discussions in a virtual classroom. Some
participants in the LVC tastings were critical of the achieved level of interaction online
compared to face-to-face tastings, revealing an area with a potential for
improvement. Trust facilitates improved interaction and it is best if the tasting groups
are small and the students and the tutor know each other before the tastings.
Furthermore, the provider must develop clear guidelines to ensure all participants
have the necessary bandwidth and auditory system to guarantee clear
communication without disruption.

4.

What do sommeliers consider the main challenges for online wine tasting
courses?

The cost of buying wine, having someone with whom to taste and finding a time and
place to suit all group members are considered the main challenges for online wine
tasting courses.
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Participants must be able to taste the same wines in order for the LVC experience to
be successful. While sourcing wine in Norway is not difficult given the ease of
national delivery through the wine monopoly, it is important to evaluate the costs
inherent to this model and how they might be reduced. A cost-effective way of
splitting samples between multiple tasters must be established, for example by
offering tasters a wide range of wines in tasting sample format. It would effectively
solve the challenges related to cost and facilitate arranging online tastings for
individuals rather than groups, solving the other two main challenges. Additionally,
neutral sample bottles would enable blind tasting practice, a factor proven to be very
important to students, especially later in their studies.

Unreliable internet connection and an insufficient auditory system were the main
challenges stated by participants in the online wine tasting simulation, thereby
underlining the importance of sufficient technical preparations to facilitate clear, direct
contact for best interaction and discussions.

5.

Are participants in live virtual classroom wine tasting courses satisfied with this
format for receiving corrective feedback or do they prefer face-to-face tastings?

Sommeliers based in Norway generally prefer face-to-face wine tastings.
Nonetheless, the convenience of online tastings is overall rated more important than
the preference for face-to-face, and the LVC format does receive satisfactory ratings
from participants.

Covid-19 has shown businesses worldwide that flexibility and innovation are key to
surviving challenging times. During the course of a few weeks, online training,
courses, meetings and live virtual tastings have become the new normal. Most wine
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school providers have had to develop and launch their online programmes in a very
short time span and there is probably room for improving the methods and formats
used. While a post-Covid-19 world may involve the resumption of in-person events, it
is very likely that online wine tastings become a permanent offering from many wine
course providers, representing a potential area for a re-examination in a few years of
satisfaction levels and outcomes of such programmes compared to on-site training.

While live virtual wine tastings have a strong potential in Norway, courses are best
offered as an addition, not a replacement for in-school tastings for the time being.
The possibility of offering sections of school tastings virtually in the future should
however be examined. The quality of corrective feedback through an online platform
has proven to be high, and participants in LVC tastings are overall highly satisfied.
The majority of fine dining restaurants are based in Eastern Norway, although other
regions are becoming increasingly relevant to the wine trade. By developing virtual
wine-tasting courses and cutting back on study days on-site, providers could
ultimately ease attendance and increase flexibility for participants, thus potentially
resulting in increased participation by aspiring students from remote areas.
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IMW Research Paper Proposal Submission Form
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24815

Date of submission
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RPP Version No

6

Name of Advisor

Sheri Morano MW

Note: RPPs must be submitted via your Advisor to the IMW
Proposed Title
Online wine tasting courses in Norway. Examining the quality of corrective feedback
through an online platform and the opportunities for development

Research Questions: Define the subject of your Research Paper and specify the specific
research questions you plan to pursue. (No more than 200 words)
Sommelier students need practical training with corrective feedback from experienced tasters to
improve their tasting skills (palate calibration and composing tasting notes). In Norway, most
jobs for wine professionals are found in the largest cities32 and it can be challenging for students
based far from these cities to get such corrective feedback when practising wine tasting.
This research will examine the opportunities for developing online wine tasting courses
accessible to study groups all over the country.
A membership survey of the Norwegian Sommelier Association will answer the following
research questions:
1. To what extent are sommeliers satisfied with the number and format of guided tastings in
the Norwegian sommelier education programme?
2. To what extent is there a demand for guided tasting sessions, either face-to-face or
online, as an addition to existing sommelier education?
3. To what extent are live virtual classroom wine tasting courses considered a valid
alternative to on-site tastings?
4. What do sommeliers consider the main challenges for online wine tasting courses?
Action research will answer the following research question:
5. Are participants in live virtual classroom wine tasting courses satisfied with this format for
receiving corrective feedback or do they prefer face-to-face tastings?

32

Oslo, Stavanger, Bergen and Trondheim
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Background and Context: Explain what is currently known about the topic and address why
this topic requires/offers opportunities for further research. (No more than 200 words)
Most online wine education33 offers tastings on-site while the exceptions34 recommend wines for
tasting practice, but with no corrective feedback. Research about online wine education exists35,
however no research appears to focus on practical wine tasting as online education.
Employers in the restaurant industry largely believe the quality of online and face-to-face
education is the same but fear online students lack the ability to express opinions among peers
(Ryll 2017)36. Thus, the online wine tasting courses will be aimed at study groups where this
aspect can be practiced, and costs can be split.
Student-teacher interaction is important in online education (Chadha 2018)37 and corrective
feedback is important in wine tasting, therefore a live virtual classroom format is deemed best
practice. The action research focusing on the quality of corrective feedback system through an
online platform will examine to what extent participants in online wine tasting courses are
satisfied with a live virtual classroom platform as a substitute to face-to-face.
Student feedback shows that most people completing the sommelier education 38 in Norway
practice wine tasting besides taught tastings39. Additional on-site tastings are costly and tasting
groups can be of limited value without proper guidance. A survey among restaurant employees
and employers in Finland highlights accessibility as an important factor for pursuing wine
education40 and with a similar geography and wine market, opportunities exist for investigating
the potential for accessible live virtual classroom wine tasting courses in Norway.
Sources: Identify the nature of your source materials (official documents, books, articles, other
studies, etc.) and give principle sources if appropriate. (No more than 150 words)
Books:
- Schuster, M 2017, Essential Winetasting, Mitchell Beazley
- Robinson, J 2015, The Oxford Companion to wine, 4th edition, Oxford University Press,
London
- Moore, GM 2018, Handbook of Distance Education 4th Edition, Routledge
Providers of online courses with wine tasting as self-studies and with on-site tastings:
https://www.winescholarguild.org/
https://wsetglobal.com/

33

E.g. https://wsetglobal.com/, https://napavalleywineacademy.com/
E.g. https://www.europeanwineacademy.org/, https://www.winescholarguild.org
35 E.g. Harrison, L 2019 Online wine education – comparing motivations, satisfactions and outcomes
of online vs. classroom students.
36 Ryll, S 2017, Delivering And Evaluating Online Degree Programs In Culinary Arts/Management: A
Survey Of Educators And Industry Practitioners, pp. 33, available from ERIC [1. Nov 2019]
37 Chadha, A 2018, Virtual Classrooms: Analyzing Student And Instructor Collaborative Experiences.
Journal Of The Scholarship Of Teaching And Learning, Vol. 18, No.3, pp. 55-71, available from
scholarworks.iu [1. Nov 2019]
38 Approximately 100 people annually according to the Norwegian Sommelier Association
39 It varies between the three providers (Kulinarisk Akademi, Norsk Sommelier Utdannelse and
Beverage Academy) but the education lasts from six to 12 months and tastings take place for anything
from between 15 and 30 days
40 Mäkinen, H 2019, A critical assessment of Finnish on-trade wine education – satisfaction levels and
opportunities for development and improvement
34
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Published research:
- Ryll, S 2017, Delivering And Evaluating Online Degree Programs In Culinary
Arts/Management: A Survey Of Educators And Industry Practitioners, available from ERIC
[1. Nov 2019]
- Arshavskiy, M 2016, eLearning Corrective Feedback: Importance And Approach,
available through elearningindustry.com [1. Nov 2019]
- Royet J-P, Plailly J, Saive A-L, Veyrac A and Delon-Martin C 2013, The impact of
expertise in olfaction, available through Frontiers in Psychology [1. Nov 2019]
Wine industry professionals that will be consulted in the process of developing survey one and
the live virtual classroom tastings and surveys for the Action Research.
Research Methodology: Please detail how you will identify and gather the material or
information necessary to answer the research question(s) and discuss what techniques you will
use to analyse this information. (No more than 500 words)
a) Semi-structured interviews with industry professionals will provide background to the
research and help refine the questionnaire.41
b) A survey (survey 1) comprising 14-16 questions to be completed in less than 10 minutes
will be sent (anonymously via a survey provider) to all members of the Norwegian
Sommelier Association (NSA), except the author, participants in the action research (that
are members of the NSA) and the interviewees. 28042 people will be surveyed. 139
complete responses with a spread of age43, genders and geographical affiliation44) is the
aim, which will result in an accepted confidence level of 90% and 5% margin of error. An
incentive will be offered, and a reminder will be sent out to increase response rate.
The questions will be designed to answer research questions 1-4 and gather
demographic information about the respondent. To ensure complete data the respondents
will be prevented from progressing if they fail to answer a question.
c) A representative sample group of 25-30 participants will be selected for the action
research. The mean number of participants in action research is 23 people45, however, to
get a spread of age-bands46, both genders, from all regions of Norway47 and a mix of
educated sommeliers and current students, 25-30 participants will be chosen. They must
41

The following have agreed to participate: Liora Levi; President of the Norwegian Sommelier
Association, Cathinca Dege; Head teacher of Beverage Academy, Tone Veseth Furuholmen; Educator
and product manager at Vinmonopolet, Knut Espen Misje; Wine importer and educator, Even Brimi;
Sommelier and wine course provider, Henrik Dahl Jansen, Sommelier
42 According to the 2020 members list
43 The 2018 and 2019 list of sommelier education graduates at Kulinarisk Akademi includes 2,6%
sommeliers of 60+ years, 7,7% between 50-59 years, 14,1% between 40-49 years, 30,8% between
30-39 years, 42,3% between 21-29 years and 2,6% at 20 years or younger. NSA keeps no record of
birth dates of their members, so no numbers are available for comparison.
44
The 2020 members list of the Norwegian Sommelier Association show 2,2% students from
Northern, 4,2% from Central, 78,6% from Eastern, 2,2% from Southern and 12,8% from Western
Norway. As so it is expected that a high majority of the respondents will have a geographical affiliation
with Eastern Norway.
45 Mason, M September 2010, Sample Size and Saturation in PhD Studies Using Qualitative
Interviews, Volume 11, No. 3, Art. 8, available through qualitative-research.net [15. Oct 2019]
46 21-29 years, 30-39 years, 40-49 years, 50-59 years, 60 or older (standardised age groups used by
SurveyMonkey)
47 Northern, Central, Western, Eastern and Southern Norway (The General Regions of Norway,
http://norwayathome.info)
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have completed, or currently be enrolled in the sommelier education in Norway and be
willing to complete two online tasting courses and a questionnaire before and after.
d) Action research participants will be surveyed approximately three weeks before the first
tasting to facilitate a comparison of expectations and reality.
Later they will be assembled in tasting groups of three to six people, come together in
their respective regions at a set time and place and connect with the author 48 via a live
virtual classroom platform, one group at a time. In each region a trusted wine professional
will assist the author and provide the groups with three wines to taste blind in 45
minutes49. Next the participants will be asked to read out their tasting notes and get
corrective feedback one by one (resembling the format of an on-site tasting session) from
the author connected via the live virtual classroom platform. The aim of the action
research is to measure the quality of corrective feedback system through an online
platform (level of interaction, if the corrective feedback is as clear and helpful as face-toface etc). To ensure validity of the results and make sure the participants have a solid
basis for comparison, the live virtual classroom tasting, and corrective feedback session
will take place twice per group. Afterwards the participants will be surveyed again, and
results compared with the “before” results.
e) Data from the anonymous survey will be analysed to measure the rate (research question
4) and a Likert-scale will be used to measure the frequency (research questions 1, 2, 3).
Data from the survey before and after the action research will answer research question 5
as well as giving a comparative perspective to the survey responses for research
questions 3 and 4.

Potential to Contribute to the Body of Knowledge on Wine: Explain how this Research
Paper will add to the current body of knowledge on this subject. (No more than 150 words)
This RP will examine the demand for add-on wine tasting courses (online and/or face-to-face) for
sommelier students in Norway. Such courses may potentially improve the tasting abilities of
sommeliers and consequently satisfaction levels of sommeliers and employees. It might reveal a
potential for developing online live virtual classroom courses that can give increased flexibility for
schools and students in sommelier- and other wine education, both in Norway and
internationally.
The answer to research question 5 will potentially help existing and future schools and course
providers chose the best format of wine tasting in online courses. For example, Julien Camus,
President of the Wine Scholar Guild has in an informal interview expressed interest in the
findings of the research, as they are currently looking at ways to improve the tasting part of their
online education.

48

The author has been the head teacher of the sommelier education (and WSET Level 2, 3 and 4) at
Kulinarisk Akademi since January 2015. She has guided several hundred students through tastings
face to face during the last 6 years and has the necessary experience to design and deliver the live
virtual classroom online tasting courses.
49 Wines will be covered by the sommelier education syllabus and the typical 15-minute per wine is
intended to imitate a mock midterm tasting test
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Proposed Time Schedule/Programme: This section should layout the time schedule for the
research, analysis and write-up of the Research Paper and should indicate approximate dates
with key deliverables. Dates of submission to both Advisors and the IMW must be those
specified by the IMW.
-

October 2019: RPP submitted to advisor
1 October 2019 – 31 October 2019: Literature review
November 2019: RPP submitted to RP panel chair
22 November 2019: RPP approved
End of December 2019 and early January 2020: Background interviews with industry
professionals
December 2019 and January 2020: Developing the survey and choosing participants for
action research
20 January 2020: Send out the anonymous survey. One week after, send out reminder to
complete the survey
Mid-January to Mid-February 2020: Conduct live virtual classroom wine tasting courses
and send out following survey. One week after, send out reminder to complete the survey
1 - 29 March 2020: Analyse results
30 March – 3 May 2020: Write up RP
13 April 2020: Confirm submission of Final RP in June 2020
4 May 2020: Submission of final RP for proofreading
13 May 2020: Submission of final RP to advisor
25 June 2020: Final submission to IMW
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8.2. Action research: Participants and assistants
Table 13 Participants in the action research
Oslo
Caroline Wadahl Uhlen, sommelier, 40 – 49 years
Cecilie Bækken Caspersen, sommelier, 40 – 49 years
Erik Gulbrandsen, sommelier, 40 – 49 years
John Gunnar Hernholm, sommelier, 50 – 59 years
Siri Haslum, sommelier student, 21 – 29 years
Tom Bergersen, sommelier, 60 years or older
Kristiansand
Dagfinn With Iversen, sommelier student, 21 – 29 years
Deborah Masterson, sommelier, 40 – 49 years
Caroline Egedal, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Lill Karina Bøhn, sommelier student, 30 – 39 years
Panyachan Yutthaphum, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Stavanger
Ailinn Amundsen Dahle, sommelier student, 40 – 49 years
Gudrun Hildur Eyjolfsdottir, sommelier, 30 – 39 years
Jane Nærland, sommelier student, 21 – 29 years
Ralph Hansen, sommelier, 50 – 59 years
Silje Hanasand, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Trondheim
Aage Bjertnæs, sommelier student, 60 years or older
Birk Torp, sommelier student, 21 – 29 years
Magne Gaut, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Mette Smistad Olsen, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Oskar Sköld, sommelier, 21 – 29 years
Tromsø
Andreas Bakkeli, sommelier, 30 – 39 years
Bente Bjørnflaten, sommelier, 50 – 59 years
Christina Andersen, sommelier student, 30 – 39 years
John-Fredrik Solberg, sommelier, 30 – 39 years
Martin Blomkvist, sommelier, 30 – 39 years
Ørjan Sigurdur Bjerkli Davidsson, sommelier student, 21 – 29 years
Table 14 Wine professionals who assisted in the action research
Oslo: Maiken Øyen, waiter at Kulinarisk Akademi, WSET graduate
Kristiansand: Nadia Myro, restaurant manager at Restaurant Sjøhuset
Stavanger: Knut Espen Misje, sommelier at Ostehuset
Trondheim: Tore André Næss, sommelier at To Rom og Kjøkken
Tromsø: Marius Myrstrand, chef at Mathallen Tromsø, WSET graduate
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8.4. Survey 1, translated into English
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8.5. Survey 2, original in Norwegian
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8.6. Survey 2, translated into English
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8.7. Survey 3, original in Norwegian
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8.8. Survey 3, translated into English
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