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Executive Summary 
The purpose of this guide is to help wineries gain an understanding of Wine Spectator’s 
scoring methodology. Regardless of whether or not one agrees with point-based rating 
systems, a strong review can be an incredible asset in this increasingly competitive 
industry. This guide will also highlight correlations between score and any other 
independent variables.   

Scope 
Although 19 years worth of reviews, or over 116,000 reviews, are available on Wine 
Spectator’s website, in some cases it proved more pertinent and accurate to limit the 
analysis to the last 10 years.  For the most part, the analysis in this guide focuses on 
comparisons between the years 1993 and 2002 and any trends developing during the ten-
year period.  The analysis is restricted to what Wine Spectator reports and makes available 
on its website.   

Methodology  
Score, retail price, case availability, “Spectator Selections”1 and Top 100 placements were 
analyzed for this guide.  Most of the analysis was done by year of review and not by 
vintage, unless otherwise specified. 

Major Findings 
Correlations exist where expected.  On average, score is related to pricing and case 
availability.  This guide also finds that the number of high scoring wines has exploded over 
the past decade.  The number of wines scoring between 85 and 100 points has more than 
tripled from 2,150 in 1993 to almost 8,000 in 2002.  Meanwhile, competition for “Spectator 
Selections” and Top 100’s is increasing.  More wines are being reviewed, but as a 
percentage less “Spectator Selections” are being awarded.   

Recommendations 
Although there are no proven strategies for improving score, wineries can take certain steps 
to ensure that their wines fit the criteria for “Spectator Selections” and the Top 100 list. 
These steps include: 

 Providing accurate retail price and case availability information to Wine Spectator. 
 Being aware of retail price and case availability requirements for certain “Spectator 

Selections” and Top 100 placements. 
 

This guide is written without any preconceptions or agendas.  It is based on facts and 
figures analyzed using sound statistical methods. Although it is understood that Wine 
Spectator conducts all of its tastings blind, patterns cannot be ignored where they exist. All 
the relevant data has simply been analyzed and recommendations to wineries have been 
made where appropriate.   
 
In a separate report, the hypothesis that advertising contributes to the so-called “X-factor” 
used by Wine Spectator to highlight certain wines over others is analyzed.  The report, 
Advertisers and Wine Spectator Magazine: 1999 though 2002, includes a full listing of 
winery advertisers in Wine Spectator magazine and advertising dollars spent annually 
between 1999 and 2002.  The report can be purchased at www.wineangels.com  For a 
sample of the advertising report, please go to the reports section of our website. 

                                          
1 Throughout this guide we will refer to specific terms used by Wine Spectator. When used, any such terminology 
will be captured within quotation marks. 
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The Wine Spectator Methodology 
The three components of a Wine Spectator review are score, the possible awarding of a 
“Spectator Selection”, and written review.  This guide analyzes all three components and 
sheds light on the methodology used by Wine Spectator.  The editors review wines both 
sent to them from wineries and wines they purchase based on national availability.  The 
wines are tasted blind by either a panel or an editor. The scores and comments are then 
entered into a database before the wine is revealed to the reviewer.  Once the name of the 
wine is revealed, additional comments may be added, but according to Wine Spectator, no 
changes are made to the original score. 

Number of Wines Reviewed Annually 
The number of wines reviewed by Wine Spectator peaked in 2002 at 12,548.  The overall 
number of wines being reviewed annually is increasing, as are the number of reviews only 
being published online.  Since the launch of Wine Spectator’s website in 1996, more than 
10,000 wines have been reviewed and only published online.  As illustrated in figure 1, the 
growth in “web only” reviews has been very rapid in the last four years.  Additionally, Wine 
Spectator has gone back and retroactively added “web only” reviews to years as early as 
1983.   
 
Although the so-called “web only” reviews are not printed in the magazine, wineries should 
be aware of their existence as they do occasionally include strong reviews.  In 2002, a “web 
only” wine even made it on to the Top 100 list; Isabel Sauvignon Blanc Marlborough, 2001, 
ranked 52nd on the list.  The analysis shows that “web only” reviews on average are 
reserved for wines from more obscure wine growing regions with slightly lower than average 
retail prices and scores.   
 
 

Figure 1.  Wine Spectator number of wines reviewed annually 1993 through 2002 
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The Wine Spectator 100 Point Scale 
 
Score Frequency 
 
Figures 4 and 5 illustrate the number of reviews at each score level in 1993 and in 2002.  In 
1993, scores are almost evenly divided between 82 and 86 points, whereas in 2002 there is 
a clear spike around 87 points.  This is the first indication of an increase in average score in 
the last 10 years and an increase in the number of wines scoring between 85 and 89 points.     
 

Figure 4.  Score frequency 1993  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.  Score frequency 2002 
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Increase in Reviews of Imported Wines (continued) 
 

 
 

Figure 12.  Reviews by country 1993 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13.  Reviews by country 2002 
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Cellar Selections/Collectibles 

Over the last 10 years the average score and retail price of a “Collectible” wine was 93.8 
points and $155.70 respectively.  The average retail price and average score of 
“Collectibles” have remained fairly steady in the last 10 years.  Although this category is not 
used by very many wineries to market their wines, it is an important designation for higher 
priced red wines.  In 2002, 89 percent of all “collectibles” were red wines. 
 

Figure 23.  “Collectibles” average score and average retail by year 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As one might expect, the retail prices of wines falling within this range are much higher than 
the overall average.  These wines are selected for their ability to age and increase in value.  
In 2002, 65 wines were categorized as “Collectibles” and had an average score of 93.6 
points and an average retail price of $163.  Figure 24 shows a weak correlation between 
retail price and average score within the category. 
 

Figure 24.  “Collectibles” retail price by score 2002 
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