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Abstract. In Europe, alcohol-related diseases have an increasingly high impact on 
healthcare costs every year. Hence, rising consumer consciousness regarding the risks 
and harms of drinking alcohol is a primary goal of the EU Commission. Recently, the 
Commission has been discussing the mandatory adoption of health-warning labels 
(HWLs) on all alcoholic beverages, including wine. This study investigated expert 
and non-expert perceptions of adopting health-warning labels on wine bottles. The 
research used Q methodology, a mixed-method approach to explore subjective view-
points regarding adopting health-warning labels for the wine sector. Respondents were 
evenly distributed among wine experts and consumers. The results provided four dif-
ferent views based on participants’ perceptions of HWLs. Factor 1 (the “Nationalism” 
view) strongly opposes the proposal, which is considered extremely dangerous for the 
entire wine market. Factor 2 (the “Market-oriented” view) believes that health warn-
ings will increase transparency in the market and help consumers make informed 
choices, thereby respecting consumer autonomy. Factor 3 (the “Health-first” view) 
strongly believes that informing consumers through health labels on all alcoholic bev-
erages is necessary to protect public health. Lastly, Factor 4 (the “Keep Us Alive” view) 
underestimates warning labels’ effectiveness in promoting the right behaviours. The 
findings highlight different “sides” of this debating topic and provide valuable insight 
into how policymakers can investigate new strategies, always considering and respect-
ing consumer choice.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The European Union is characterised by the most significant production, 
consumption and export of wine worldwide, with thousands of manufactur-
ing companies [1]. Italy is one of Europe’s top wine producers, focusing on 
quality-labelled food products, including PDO (Protected Designation of 
Origin) and PGI (Protected Geographical Indication). Regarding consump-
tion, the EU area accounted for 48% of world wine consumption, and Italy is 
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the second largest consumer of wine after France: 10.3% 
and 10.7% in 2021 respectively [1]. Wine consumption 
has been experiencing a continuous decrease since 2008 
[1–3]. Although more conscious consumers have spread 
the consumption of organic and more natural wine 
and those with lower alcoholic content, wine consump-
tion is expected to fall by 2031 [1,4,5]. Furthermore, the 
high rates of alcohol consumption have raised consider-
able attention [6,7]. Indeed, the harmful use of alcoholic 
beverages is one of the main causes of mortality as well 
as many negative short-term effects (i.e., lack of coordi-
nation and accidents) and long-term effects (i.e., non-
communicable diseases including cancer, brain damage, 
heart and liver diseases) [5,7,8]. According to recent esti-
mates by the World Health Organisation [6], every year, 
around 1.7 million people worldwide die due to alcohol-
related causes. However, many drinkers worldwide have 
scarce knowledge of the related risks and potential harm 
[8,9]. Among the most successful policy actions to reduce 
the harmful consumption of alcohol, initiatives that 
enhance the consumer perception of risk, such as the 
use of health-warning labels (HWLs), are considered by 
some scholars as highly beneficial [5,8,10–12]. 

Currently, wine labelling rules are subjected to 
CMO Regulation - [13] - which was already amended 
in 2018 by the CAP Amending Regulation - [14]. Euro-
pean Commission aims to improve wine labels, includ-
ing more nutrition information and health warnings. 
In the EU, the adoption of HWLs on alcohol products 
is still voluntary, and some member states have already 
adopted optional measures imposing the communication 
of potential hazards of alcohol consumption in particu-
lar conditions (e.g., “alcohol consumption during preg-
nancy”; “drinking alcohol and driving”) [8]. Ireland first 
posed the issue regarding the mandatory adoption of 
detailed health-warning labels on all alcoholic beverages 
and, in 2023, introduced new regulations with a specific 
law [15]. The Irish case generated controversial debates, 
which have also been fuelled by the European Com-
mission’s no objection [1]. Most leading wine-produc-
ing countries, such as Italy, France, and Spain, strongly 
oppose this new Irish rule, as they believe that wine 
must be considered an essential part of their produc-
ing national tradition and cultural heritage [16]. In Italy, 
wine consumption culture has a deep impact on individ-
ual’s perspective, as it influences various aspect of every 
day’s life. These goes from health perspectives to social 
identity. In Italy, as in other European countries, the 
inclusion of wine within the context of the Mediterrane-
an diet principles [5,17] reinforces the idea that moder-
ate consumption may be associated with certain health 
benefits. From a social identity perspective, wine, more 

than other traditional and regional products, represent 
a symbol of cultural heritage [18]. Furthermore, wine is 
an essential part of the culinary culture of many Italian 
regions, offering numerous opportunities for wine tour-
ism activities [18].

In this framework, this study aims to provide 
insights into the subjective views of consumers and 
wine experts regarding the potential implementation of 
health warnings on wine labels. To discover these view-
points, we used Q methodology, which offers a valuable 
approach for identifying and comparing the diversity 
of participants’ views [19,20]. Since the introduction of 
the method, Q methodology has primarily been used 
in psychology [20]. In the last decades, Q methodology 
has gained considerable attention, and its use has rapidly 
increased in different research topics regarding consum-
er behaviour, food acceptance, agriculture, environmen-
tal science, and others [21–29]. More recently, Q method-
ology was also applied in the field of the wine business 
to support the development of sectorial policies [30–32]. 
The structure of the article is as follows. The following 
section describes Q methodology, presenting the main 
steps of this approach and how data were collected and 
analysed. The “Results” section then shows the four per-
spectives, describing the similarities and differences. In 
the next section, the results are discussed in relation to 
previous research studies. The conclusions focus on the 
advantages and shortcomings of Q methodology, high-
lighting the relevance of the finding for the wine sector 
as well as the limitations of the current study.

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS

Q methodology, f irst introduced in 1935 by 
the physicist and psychologist William Stephenson 
[19,20,33], is a technique designed to explore people’s 
subjectivity and attitudes. More specifically, the Q meth-
od allows us to find groups of people with similar per-
spectives and attitudes towards a given topic [10,20,34]. 
The method is advantageous for gaining a well-defined 
snapshot of a complex and novel debating matter. In a Q 
study, participants sort a sample of statements with each 
other and on their viewpoint along a scale. This ranking 
process provides subjective beliefs (called Q sorts) repre-
senting participants’ attitudes. In Brown’s words (1980), 
a Q sort is “such a picture, being an individual’s concep-
tion of the way things stand” [20]. Then, Q sorts are cor-
related and factor-analysed to identify the dominant and 
shared “patterns of belief ” [20,35–37]. In other words, 
common views are defined and statistically modelled as 
factors, which in a Q study provide clusters of persons 
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who ranked the statements similarly. The emerging fac-
tors or perspectives are “spontaneous” and obtained from 
“a set of acts” and not from a single response [36,38]. 
Also, Q method allows for discovering critical areas of 
divergence and consensus among participants, highlight-
ing the different positions [39,40].

Q methodology can be considered a mixed method 
and combines the advantages of both qualitative and 
quantitative research approaches [10,41]. First, it offers 
valid results [10,42], enabling the exploration of the main 
perspectives more in depth than traditional surveys [43]. 
Second, a Q study provides more structure than quali-
tative methods traditionally employed in social science 
(i.e., interviews or focus groups) thanks to “numerical 
results” [20,44]. Third, Q methodology takes distanc-
es from the conventional rule of numbers, where the 
validation of results is fortified by the dimension of the 
participants’ group [45]. For this reason, because of its 
intensive orientation Q studies usually require a small 
participant sample (P sample), which is built to encom-
pass and run out the full range of attitudes towards the 
topic in the study [20,41,42]. In a Q study, a subset of 
statements defining the “universe of communicability” 
(called concourse) is higher in number than the non-
random sample of participants (P sample) [20]. Con-
trary to classical factor analysis, here, the “variables” are 
people performing the Q sorts, not the statements [41]. 
Stephenson first clarified that Q methodology was not 
developed to substitute R methodology, which concerns 
the relationship across objective variables using many 
respondents to make inferences [33,37,45]. Since the aim 
of the Q analysis is to reveal “an in-depth portrait of the 
typologies of perspectives that prevail in a given situa-
tion” [37], the statistical generalizability of Q results to a 
larger population of individuals is not of interest [33,46]. 
Indeed, factors are themselves generalizations of views 
which can be expected to exist outside the study’s partic-
ipants. Fourth, the strength of Q method passes through 
the well-known mathematical method of factor analysis, 
which is instead applied to the individuals’ viewpoints 
expressed with the Q sorts [35,42]. This “inverted” fac-
tor analysis simply allows to reveal the structure of fac-
tors using the correlation among the participants’ views 
and not, like in R methodology, among the traits [20,37]. 
Q factor analysis allows to synthesize straightforwardly 
and flexibly the divergent opinions of participants into a 
smaller subset of perspectives (i.e., the “factors”) [20,45]. 
Finally, Q methodology works well when it is necessary 
to explore novel topics allowing a public debate “to take 
place regarding values” and without imposing “meanings 
a priori” [24,37,41]. Typically, a Q study comprises of five 
steps [42]: 1) the collection of the concourse; 2) the selec-

tion of the Q sample; 3) the definition of the P sample; 4) 
Q sorting task; and, 5) factor analysis and interpretation 
of results.

2.1 Concourse 

The set of statements to be ranked is obtained theo-
retically from a larger group, namely the “concourse”, 
or “population of statements” [20]. For Stephenson [47], 
the concourse “refers to conversational and not merely 
informational possibilities, and is arrived at empirically 
for every concept, every declarative statement, every wish, 
every object in nature when viewed subjectively”. The 
concourse can include verbal statements gathered from 
interviews, focus groups, participant observation etc. 
The selection of the population of statements is guided 
by the research question. In this case, the research ques-
tion relies with the public debate regarding the adoption 
of health-warning labelling, and it can be defined as fol-
lows: “What do diverse consumers and wine experts view 
the adoption of health-warning labels for the wine sec-
tor to promote healthier behaviours?”. Consequently, the 
main goal was to include a wide a range of viewpoints or 
opinions concerning the topic under investigation. The 
concourse was obtained by searching inside websites, 
social networks, and interviews ready-made statements 
using specific keywords [42]. Another important aspect 
is that the statements should be self-referent (e.g., “ for 
me....”, “I believe…”) [20]. The use of statements such as 
“For me…” or “In my opinion…” are essential for stimu-
lating the self-involvement of the participants’ ranking 
process (Q sorting). Finally, over 240 subjective and con-
trasting written statements composed the concourse.

2.2 Conditions of instruction

Q analysis must be considered de facto a behavioural 
experiment, in which the subject is instructed to oper-
ate with the statements under “conditions of instruction” 
guided by the theory and the specific aims of the study 
[20]. In most studies, like this one, the instruction “rank 
the statements to represent your own point of view” is all 
that is called for to let operantly emerge the principles 
governing the subject’s behaviour.  

2.3 Q sample

A subset of statements drawn from the concourse 
forms the Q sample, built to provide a “miniature” of 
the original concourse to guarantee enough variety and 
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representativeness [48]. Regarding the Q sample dimen-
sion, the number of statements may vary between 30 to 
60 [20,49,50]. Typically, the statements sampling is tied 
to the Fisher’s experimental design [20,51]. This struc-
tured approach provides a theoretical way for selecting 
the statements. In this study, the structured matrix used 
for the selection was obtained by adapting one proposed 
by a previous study [52]. In their four-by-four original 
matrix [52] included four categories relating to different 
discourse elements and four types of claims extracted 
from [53]. For this study, we adopted four levels in one 
variable (the Toulmin’s claims: definitive, designative, 
evaluative and advocative) cross-classified with two lev-
els in a second variable (Attitude: positive and negative) 
in a 4´x2 factorial arrangement. The 8-cell matrix is 
reported in Table 1. All statements were first classified 
in the matrix, and after eliminating the redundant and 
unclear statements, five different statements were select-
ed for each cell. The final balanced Q sample included 
40 self-referent statements for administering the sorting 
task. Due to the diverse audience, the Q sample was also 
pre-tested to revise the clarity of each statement.

2.4 P set

Q methodology works with few participants: 
“enough subjects to establish the existence of a factor for 
purpose of comparing one factor with another. What pro-
portion of the population belongs in one factor rather than 
another is a wholly different matter and one about which 
Q technique as such is not concerned” [20]. In tradition-
al by-item factor analysis (R technique), [54] suggests a 
minimum of ratio of two participants per variable. In 
Q technique, the ratio should be reversed. Because the 
aim of the methodology is to prove the existence of rel-
evant and natural discourses, adding more participants 
to the study does not add any information “unless the 
extra individuals are truly different” [52]. Relevant stud-
ies were carried out with few participants, or even with a 
single participant to whom multiple Q sorts were admin-
istered with different condition of instruction – the so-

called “intensive” studies [24,25,42,55]. In any case, the 
main criterion for sampling participants was seeking 
the maximum variation and emphasis on higher qual-
ity [25]. Consequently, the number of participants is less 
important than the representativeness of their selec-
tion [20]. Following the methodology, participants were 
strategically – not randomly – sampled including those 
with pivotal view regarding the subject [41]. More spe-
cifically, to provide the broadest diversity of opinions, 
both wine consumers and experts, who are more famil-
iar and involved with the topic, formed the participant 
sample or P set [22]. We included at least six participants 
per group [56]. In more detail, the P set included twelve 
consumers and seven experts. Among the experts were 
three resellers/distributors, two sommeliers, one agrono-
mist, and one enologist. Contacted wine growers pre-
ferred to refer to their own consultant, either enologist 
or agronomist. Participants were contacted via mail and 
phone to schedule a convenient time and location. The P 
set included 19 participants, nine males and ten females 
with different ages (range 22-66 years), education and 
occupation.  

2.5 Q sorting and post-sort interviews

The forty statements were provided to participants 
as printed cards randomly numbered. Participants were 
asked to rank-order the statements along a continuum 
from “most agree” (“+4”) to “most disagree” (“-4”) into 
a forced quasi-normal distribution (Figure 1). The sort-
ing distribution is generally symmetrical about the mid-
dle (the “0” represents the neutral area). It is important 
to note that no effect on the results is produced by the 
rating and the shape of the distribution [42]. By rank-
ing all statements, participants “operantly” impose their 
individuality or view on the distribution, producing the 
self-referent Q sorts [38]. Before starting the Q sorting, 
each participant was instructed to read all the statements 
and divide them into three piles: “agree”, “disagree” and 
“neutral”. Then, the participant was asked to start rating 
the “agree” pile, moving from the right to the left. Due to 

Table 1. Structured 8-cell matrix [52].

Toulmin’s types of claims

Definitive
“Concerns the meaning of 

terms”

Designative
“Issues of fact”

Evaluative
“Expressions of the worth 

of something”

Advocative
“Something that should or 

should not exist”

Attitude
Positive 5 5 5 5
Negative 5 5 5 5
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the symmetrical distribution, the same procedure is fol-
lowed for the “disagree” pile, in this case, moving from 
the left to the right. Finally, the remaining neutral state-
ments are placed into the distribution. Then, open-end-
ed interviews (usually on the highest and lowest ranked 
statements) were gathered after the Q sorting to facilitate 
the interpretation of results. 

2.6 Factor analysis

The analysis was conducted using the KADE soft-
ware [57]. All Q sorts are cross-correlated and factor 
analysed. The calculation of the correlation matrix is 
necessary to prepare the data for revealing the factor 
structure [20,48]. Then, the correlation matrix is used 
as raw material for the factor analysis. Factor analysis in 
a Q-study is used to reduce the variety of Q sorts into 
a finite set of “discourses” or “factors”. The initial n x n 
correlation matrix is reduced to n x m matrix, where n is 
the number of Q sorts and m is the number of factors, 
with m<n [20]. The factor analysis allows to group Q 
sorts highly correlated with one other into one “family” 
and reports how many different families exist [20,45,47]. 
Here, seven factors were initially extracted automatically 
using the centroid method [20,35] Table 2. The first out-
put of the factor analysis are the factor loadings which 
are correlation coefficient indicating the extent to which 
each Q sort is associated with each factor [20,42]. At this 
point, it is important to define how many factors should 
be retained for the interpretation. There is not a unique 
way to establish how many social factors to extract. For 
this study, three criteria were followed. First, one meth-
od is to accept those factors with at least two significant 

factor loadings [20]. The factor loading of one Q sort can 
be considered statistically significant or “defining” for a 
given factor if it exceeds ±2.58 x (standard error) (with 
p<0.01); where the standard error is 1/√(n of staements)) 
[20,55]. For this study, a defining Q sort has a loading 
which exceeds ± 0.4079. Second, the Scree-plot analysis 
was also followed. According to this method, eigenval-
ues for each factor, calculated by summing the squared 
loadings for each factor, are plotted on a line graph and 
the number of factors to extract are those where the line 
changes slope [49]. Third, the Kaiser-Guttman criterion 
guides the selection of those factors with eigenvalue over 
1 [20]. In Table 2, the  eigenvalues for all unrotated fac-
tors  are reported. The results of these criteria and the-
oretical considerations were considered to select four 
factors [41]. Once extracted, the factors are usually sub-
jected to rotations. The four factors were rotated using a 
combination of varimax and the judgemental rotation to 
fit more in focus the connection between similar Q sorts. 
The solution was also motivated by low correlations 
between couples of factors, indicating the minor similar-
ities between each perspective. The study variance and 
the factor score correlations for the four-factor solution 
are reported in Table 3. Table 4 shows all factor loadings 
with the ‘defining’ Q sorts [20].

Other coefficients, namely the z-scores and the fac-
tor-scores, are usually calculated to complete the analysis 
and facilitate the interpretation of factors. Those scores 

Table 2. Eigenvalues of unrotated factors.

F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7

Eigenvalues 4,9517 2,2941 1,365 1,2402 0,7917 0,4855 0,4978

Table 3. Characteristics of the four rotated factors.

F1 F2 F3 F4

% of explained variance 26 11 6 9
Cumulative % of explained variance 26 37 43 52
Factor score correlations
F1 1 -0,1619 -0,08 0,1189
F2 1 -0,2981 0,1323
F3 1 0,0758
F4 1

Table 4. Factor loadings (those loadings “flagged” in bold indicate 
significant Q sorts).

Q sort Type F1 F2 F3 F4

1 Consumer 0,1149 -0,0066 0,0397 0,8224
2 Expert -0,7443 0,2126 0,0836 0,269
3 Expert 0,7547 0,0468 -0,3076 -0,0232
4 Consumer 0,058 0,5165 0,0197 -0,1122
5 Consumer 0,7239 0,0743 -0,0849 0,0767
6 Consumer -0,4467 0,4889 -0,1602 0,0645
7 Expert 0,1737 -0,0472 -0,0145 0,7587
8 Consumer 0,5092 0,3606 -0,2473 0,1633
9 Expert 0,7571 -0,2384 0,0027 -0,0773
10 Expert 0,0162 -0,3653 0,1615 0,1693
11 Consumer 0,8326 -0,0183 0,3138 -0,1181
12 Consumer 0,2544 0,5378 0,1113 -0,0345
13 Consumer 0,7332 0,2968 -0,0126 0,0678
14 Expert 0,7522 0,2348 -0,1589 -0,0387
15 Consumer -0,2831 0,7195 -0,0147 0,3254
16 Consumer 0,0442 0,093 0,4143 -0,0997
17 Consumer 0,1698 -0,1178 0,3495 0,17
18 Consumer 0,0035 -0,4039 0,6675 0,0888
19 Expert 0,5645 0,2284 -0,1112 0,2628
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are typically used to describe factors and to facilitate 
their interpretation [20,42,47]. The z-scores, indicating 
the relation between statements and factors, are calcu-
lated for each factor as a weighted average of the scores 
given by the “flagged” Q sorts [20]. Then, the z-scores 
are converted in the form of the original “+4” to “-4” 
metric to produce rounded factor scores [20,42,44]. The 
factor scores report the scores for each statement “com-
puted as ideal Q sorts from the highly loaded sorts” [42]. 
In other words, factor scores are “empirical generaliza-
tions of a subjective viewpoint shared by those whose indi-
vidual sorts are significantly loaded on the same factor” 
[42]. The methodology also allows the calculation of the 
distinguishing statements, those that significantly differ 
from one factor to another [20]. 

3. RESULTS

From the nineteen Q sorts, nine loaded significantly 
on Factor 1, four on Factor 2, two on Factor 3, and two 
on Factor 4. Two Q sorts were not assigned to any fac-
tor. The variance explained for each factor was respec-
tively: 26% for Factor 1, 11% for Factor 2, 6% for Factor 
3 and 9% for Factor 4. The total variance explained was 
52%. The interpretation of factors was based using the 
most positively characteristic statements (+4, +3, +2) and 
most negatively characteristic statements (–4, –3, –2) and 
the most distinguishing statements [20,25]. Factor scores 
for most relevant statements are reported respectively in 
The adoption of HWLs was not seen as an attack on the 
national economy. Also, the participant strongly disa-
greed that the adoption of HWLs will damage the Medi-
terranean diet and added, “What does the Mediterranean 
diet have to do with alcohol?”.

Table 5, Table 6, Table 7 and Table 8. To better iden-
tify the divergent views four labels were selected for each 
factor.

3.1 Factor 1: The “Nationalism” view 

The first factor is bipolar; eight of the nine defining Q 
sorts have positive loadings, and only one (Q sort 2) is neg-
ative [20,58]. For this reason, the bipolar factor composed 
of discourses 1A and 1B. The latter can be considered a 
‘mirror image’ Q sort to that of 1A [59]. The most distin-
guishing and high ranked statements are reported in .

Table 5. The positive loadings of this factor (Factor 
1A) perceive the adoption of health warnings on wine 
labels  with solid hostility. For the ‘pro- Nationalism’ 
view, the proposal appears dangerous for the wine mar-
ket, especially for the Italian one. Participants belong-

ing to Factor 1A believe that these labels are essentially 
an attack on the Italian economy. This negative per-
ception is drawn from their ‘anti-European’ position, 
which made it strongly different from all other factors. 
The participants who shared this attitude felt protec-
tion towards national interests against European poli-
cies (4, +4**; 27, +3**; 33, -4*; 40, +2). According to this 
viewpoint, wine is an ambassador of Made in Italy and 
part of the national culinary tradition. For this reason, 
the national government should protect the Italian wine 
sector by contrasting the use of HWLs (9, -3**). Look-
ing at the post-sort interviews, some participants stated: 
“The government should oppose it because it is not the 
right solution to the problem of alcoholism” (P3); “It is an 
attack on Italy, on our economy, which will surely cause 
strong repercussions” (P11). Adopting warning labels is 
also wrong for other reasons. First, if wine bottles would 
be treated as cigarettes - adopting HWLs - a precious 
sector which involves thousands of companies will be 
compromised (5, +3**; 21, -3). Second, warning labels 
are considered “useless” and an instrument for impos-
ing “psychological terrorism” on consumers (8, +4; 25, 
-4). Third, this view supports the moderate consump-
tion of wine in accordance with the Mediterranean diet 
principles (38, +3**). Lastly, for participants, the propos-
al is not supported by scientific basis (31, -1**). Regard-
ing discourse 1B, factor scores should be reversed, e.g., 
statements 9, 25, 33 engender a strong agreement, and 
statements 4, 5, 27, 38 engender a strong disagreement. 
It is important to underline that Factor 1B focuses on 
the same relevant topics of Factor 1A but with a nega-
tive view. The participant (Q sort 2) provided some 
comments that might verify his position. For example, 
it takes distance from ‘victimhood’, which characterise 
the ‘pro-Nationalism’ opinions (Factor 1A). In particu-
lar, referring to the statement 27, which disagrees, this 
participant stated: “How boring is this sovereignist victim-
hood?”. The adoption of HWLs was not seen as an attack 
on the national economy. Also, the participant strongly 
disagreed that the adoption of HWLs will damage the 
Mediterranean diet and added, “What does the Mediter-
ranean diet have to do with alcohol?”.

3.2 Factor 2: The “Market-oriented” view

An optimistic attitude towards the adoption of 
health warnings mainly characterizes this second fac-
tor Table 6. According to this view, health warnings will 
help to increase  transparency  in the market and  help 
consumers  to make  informed  choices. The factor has a 
strong focus on market dynamics and does not perceive 
that warning labelling adoption would negatively com-
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promise the image of Italian wine worldwide (21, +2**) 
and the economy of the entire sector, including turnover, 
employment and total exports (6, -3*; 24, -4**; 40, -3*). 
Some participants stated: “I do not think that these labels 
will do devastating damage to the world of wine, par-
ticularly Italian wine, which remains an excellent quality 
product” (P15); “Those who take a healthy and consistent 
approach to wine will not change the way they consume it, 
so I don’t think exports would be affected” (P12). Further-
more, for this view, HWLs will not create obstacles to 
the free circulation of goods nor increase wine costs or 
prices for the final consumer (17, -2**). One participant 
stated: “I believe that adopting health warning labels is 
useful and low-cost” (P6). Contrary to perspectives 1 and 
4, this view does not perceive these labels with hostil-
ity as an attempt by other European countries to penal-
ize Italian wines (33, +3**). Regarding this point one 
affirmed: “Good communication is necessary to ensure 
that people are educated on the correct consumption of 
wine” (P6). Also, adopting warning labels with proper 
communication could add more value to wines produced 
responsibly (35, +2**), inform consumers, and promote 
moderate and responsible consumption (26, +4). 

3.3 Factor 3: The “Health-first” view

More than all the other views, this third view shows 
a strong focus on health aspects and has high expecta-

tions towards the ability of HWLs to protect consum-
ers’ health Table 7. One participant affirmed: “Health is 
the first element to protect” (P16). Looking at the most 
distinguishing statements, adopting health warnings is 
perceived as necessary to protect public health, which 
contrasts mainly with the first perspective (10, +3**, 25, 
+4**). For example, concerning the statement 25, one 
stated: “I find these labels useful for highlighting the moti-
vations” (P18). Overall, this view particularly trusts the 
use of measures based on labelling to inform consum-
ers about health risks (7, -3*). The overconfidence with 
HWLs of those belonging to this factor is also supported 
by a scientific base (31, +4) and by the belief that con-
sumers will pay high for those health-related informa-
tion (22, -3**). Distinct from all other viewpoints, this 
third perspective is not worried about the aesthetic 
impact of warning labels on wine bottles (14, -4**) and 
retained that this is a low-cost measure (28, -3**). How-
ever, this view raises some concerns about the possible 
price increase (17, +3*). Regarding this last point, one 
participant confirmed: “Anything that affects wine dam-
ages it; if it doesn’t damage it, it causes problems for those 
who consume it” (P18).

3.4 Factor 4: The “Keep us alive” view

This last view is mainly characterised by an evident 
scepticism regarding adopting health-warning labels 

Table 5 Factor scores for Factor 1 (distinguishing statements with ** indicates a significance of p<0.01, with * of p<0.05).

n Statement F1A F1B F2 F3 F4

4 For me, the European policies supporting the wine sector have proved incapable of defending quality 
products again. +4** -4** -1 -1 -2

5 I think Europe cannot treat a bottle of wine like a pack of cigarettes. +3** -3** -1 -4 -2

8 I think that we should not engage in psychological terrorism but use proper communication (e.g., on 
social media, TV, etc.) to educate citizens about the consumption of wine. +4 -4 +4 -1 +3

9 In my view, the Italian government should not oppose using health warnings on labels. -3** +3** +1 +2 0

10 I think the labels should also include information to protect the health wine consumers as in other 
countries (e.g., Ireland). -2* +2* -1 +3 0

21 In my opinion, using warning labels does not risk compromising the role of wine as an ambassador of 
a system that respects the environment and local traditions. -3 +3 +2 -2 -3

25 I find it helpful to indicate on the labels that drinking wine is seriously damaging to own health. -4 +4 -2 +4 +1

27 For me, using these labels is a concrete attack on Italian wine. It is unclear why wanting to tackle this 
problem and hypocritically hide other issues under the carpet (e.g., fine dust, pollution, etc.). +3** -3** -2 +1 -2

31 For me, using health warnings on the label is supported by a scientific basis. -1** +1** +1 +4 +3

33 I don’t think that the introduction of these labels represents an attempt by some northern European 
countries to demonise sectors that represent a heritage of our food and wine culture and tradition. -4* +4* +3 0 -2

38 For me, these labels risk damaging the Mediterranean diet, a fundamental tool for protecting health. 
Recent studies have shown how the moderate use of wine could benefit health. +3** -3** -3 0 -4

40 For me, adopting such labels is irresponsible and would create difficulties in a vital supply chain, one 
of the most relevant to our agri-food sector. +2 -2 -3* +3 -1
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Table 8. Participants from this view are conscious of 
the risks related to alcohol abuse and underline how, in 
the end, there are no safe amounts of alcohol consump-
tion for health. Adopting HWLs for wine does not make 
sense for them (12, +4**). On the other hand, this view-
point recognises that these labels are supported by scien-
tific basis (+31, +3). However, for participants who share 
this view, governments should not impose limits on the 

consumption of wine (3, -3). This viewpoint expresses 
a “fatalistic” approach to health behaviour, supporting 
the idea that many foods could negatively affect indi-
viduals’ health (36, +3**). In this sense, showing a warn-
ing label on wine bottles that informs on the potential 
adverse effects of wine consumption is useless (22, +2), 
with the only result of ruining the pleasure of drinking a 
good wine (19, -3**). The strategy to use health-warning 

Table 6. Factor scores for Factor 2 (distinguishing statements with ** indicates a significance of p<0.01, with * of p<0.05).

n Statement F1A F1B F2 F3 F4

6 In my opinion, with these labels, Europe risks causing enormous damage to the world of wine, which 
in Italy alone involves millions of employees and produces a significant annual turnover. +2 -2 -3* 0 -1

8 I think that we should not engage in psychological terrorism but use proper communication (e.g., on 
social media, TV, etc.) to educate citizens about the consumption of wine. +4 -4 +4* -1 +3

17 I believe these labels are a clear obstacle to the free circulation of goods and involve additional costs 
which will increase the price of wine to final consumers. +1 -1 -2** +3 0

18 I think that the use of these labels represents a sort of ‘disclaimer’ by those who impose them. +2 -2 -2** +1 +4

21 In my opinion, using warning labels does not risk compromising the role of wine as an ambassador of 
a system that respects the environment and local traditions. -3 +3 +2** -2 -3

24 I think it is a fact that the adoption of such labels will cause severe setbacks for wine exports. +1 -1 -4** +1 -1

26
I think there is nothing wrong with creating labels inviting moderate consumption. It could be a 
way to encourage responsible alcohol consumption without scaring consumers with too negative 
information.

-1 +1 +4 +2 +1

32 I believe using these labels will negatively affect the promotion policy of alcoholic beverages, wine 
included. +1 -1 -2** +2 +2

33 I don’t think that the introduction of these labels represents an attempt by some northern European 
countries to demonise sectors that represent a heritage of our food and wine culture and tradition. -4 +4 +3** 0 -2

35
I think that inserting some important analytical values on the back of the label is not so harmful; 
on the contrary, it could - together with other precautions - lead to a greater valorisation of wines 
produced responsibly.

-1 +1 +2** -2 -2

39 I believe that to reduce the adverse effects that introducing these labels would have on the wine sector, 
the Italian government should intervene with economic-financial support to all operators in the sector. -1 +1 -3** +2 +1

40 For me, adopting such labels is irresponsible and would create difficulties in a vital supply chain, one 
of the most relevant to our agri-food sector. +2 -2 -3* +3 -1

Table 7. Factor scores for Factor 3 (distinguishing statements with ** indicates a significance of p<0.01, with * of p<0.05).

n Statement F1A F1B F2 F3 F4

7 For me, using these labels is wrong because the habit of getting drunk should be fought by adopting a 
different cultural approach to wine, drunk with meals and in limited quantities. +2 -2 0 -3** +3

10 I think the labels should also include information to protect the health wine consumers as in other 
countries (e.g., Ireland). -2 +2 -1 +3** 0

14 For me, using these labels ruins the aesthetic and valuable sense of wine bottles. 0 0 -1 -4** 0

17 I believe these labels are a clear obstacle to the free circulation of goods and involve additional costs 
which will increase the price of wine to final consumers. +1 -1 -2 +3** 0

22 I think that information policies on bottles related to the risks of alcohol abuse cannot be based solely 
on labels because these warnings receive very minimal attention from consumers +1 -1 +3 -3** +2

25 I find it helpful to indicate on the labels that drinking wine is seriously damaging to own health. -4 +4 -2 +4** +1

28 I think using warning labels is a low-cost deterrent measure because it does not involve public 
investment, awareness campaigns or particular commitment by the public administration. -1 +1 +3 -3** +1

31 For me, using health warnings on the label is supported by a scientific basis. -1 +1 +1 +4 +3
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labels is unacceptable also because it represents a sort of 
disclaimer by politicians (18, +4*). For this perspective, 
similar to the first perspective, it would be more effec-
tive a radical cultural change (7, +3). Regarding this last 
point, one participant confirmed: “Nowadays, practically 
everyone knows the side effects of many substances, and 
yet they continue to abuse them. If there is genuine inter-
est, a radical change in lifestyle must be done” (P1).

4. DISCUSSION

The results identify four key perspectives on adopt-
ing HWLs on wine bottles, each offering valuable 
insights into consumer and expert opinions within the 
wine sector. The results generally reveal a broad aware-
ness of the health impact associated with wine consump-
tion across all factors. However, the four viewpoints dif-
fered substantially in their responses to the mandatory 
adoption of HWLs. 

The results showed that, for Factors 2 and 3, man-
datory HWLs on all alcoholic beverages, including wine, 
could raise awareness of health-related risks and support 
consumers make better-informed choices. This suggests 
a potential positive impact of HWLs on wine bottles, 
offering hope for a more informed and healthier con-
sumer base. Nevertheless, significant differences exist 
between the viewpoints of Factor 2 and Factor 3 regard-
ing the HWLs on wine bottles. According to the latter 
(the “Health-first” view), Italian consumers still have a 
low level of awareness about the health risks associated 

with alcohol consumption. Therefore, HWLs on wine 
container could be crucial in raising awareness about the 
dangers of alcohol consumption. Previous studies [9,11], 
highlighting that only a small percentage of alcohol con-
sumers are aware of the health-related risks associated 
with alcohol consumption. However, while HWLs may 
enhance awareness of these risks, their effectiveness ulti-
mately depends on an individual’s perception. As found 
in [60] and [11], risk perception can strongly affect an 
individual’s level of engagement with a risky situation 
(e.g., beverage alcohol consumption) and, consequently, 
his acceptance of the related consequences [61]. Accord-
ing to some scholars [11] and [62], peoples’ perceptions 
of health-related risks from alcohol consumption do not 
necessarily increase after being exposed to HWLs. The 
findings of [63] support this, showing that society tends 
to have higher acceptability for voluntary risks (e.g., 
smoking, drinking alcohol) compared to involuntary 
risks (e.g., flooding, storms, earthquakes). Furthermore, 
as also raised by [64] research suggests that HWLs alone 
may not be sufficient to reduce alcohol consumption. 

According to [61] an individual’s perception of risk 
is strongly influenced by their knowledge of specific haz-
ards, such as alcoholic beverages. The mandatory intro-
duction of HWLs on wine bottles should be part of a 
broader strategy. This strategy should not only include 
HWL education campaigns but also support programs 
targeting at-risk populations, highlighting the complex-
ity of the issue, and pressing the need for multi-faceted 
solutions. 

Table 8. Factor scores for Factor 4 (distinguishing statements with ** indicates a significance of p<0.01, with * of p<0.05).

n Statement F1A F1B F2 F3 F4

3 I think nobody wants to ban drinking, but at the same time, the government should limit individual 
choices if this negatively impacts public health. -1 +1 +1 +1 -3

7 For me, using these labels is wrong because the habit of getting drunk should be fought by adopting a 
different cultural approach to wine, drunk with meals and in limited quantities. +2 -2 0 -3 +3

8 I think that we should not engage in psychological terrorism but use proper communication (e.g., on 
social media, TV, etc.) to educate citizens about the consumption of wine. +4 -4 +4 -1 +3

12 For me, there are no safe amounts of alcohol consumption for health. -2 +2 -4 -2 +4**
18 I think that the use of these labels represents a sort of ‘disclaimer’ by those who impose them. +2 -2 -2 +1 +4*

19 In my opinion, using these labels would not change consumption in any way, and it would ruin the 
pleasure of drinking wine at the table. 0 0 0 0 -3**

22 I think that information policies on bottles related to the risks of alcohol abuse cannot be based solely 
on labels because these warnings receive very minimal attention from consumers +1 -1 +3 -3 +2

30 I believe that freedom of choice in our society is a thing of fact. In any case, being free to drink as 
much as you like is separate from being correctly informed about the possible risks. 0 0 +3 0 +2

31 For me, using health warnings on the label is supported by a scientific basis. -1 +1 +1 +4 +3

36
I think there are a lot of carcinogenic foods today. From meat to vegetables. You only live once, and it 
will certainly not be these labels that influence my alcohol consumption. If you don’t die of one thing, 
you die of another.

0 0 0 -1 +3**
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Similarly to the previous viewpoint, Factor 2 (the 
“Market-oriented” view) is also favourable for adopting 
of HWLs. People who are part of this factor consider the 
mandatory adoption of detailed HWLs on wine contain-
ers (e.g., bottles and cans) an effective policy tool to regu-
late the alcohol market and address various externality 
costs, including those related to public health impact [65]. 
According to this view, mandatory HWLs can be consid-
ered both a regulatory instrument and an informational 
tool used by the government to establish the socially 
optimal level of alcohol consumption. Moreover, accord-
ing to this “Market-oriented” viewpoint, the mandatory 
adoption of HWLs on wine containers does not necessar-
ily cause a decrease in wine consumption. According to a 
previous study, improving knowledge and understanding 
of wine health related risks may lead to a general increase 
in consumption [64]. According to [66], responsible wine 
consumption should be promoted through national and 
international programmes to reduce alcohol abuse. At 
the same time, consumers should be educated to con-
sume alcohol based on cultural norms and healthy life-
styles. Typical examples of other regulatory instruments 
governments could adopt include licensing restrictions to 
retailers and bars, setting a minimum legal drinking age, 
and restricting alcohol advertising addressed to young 
people and adolescents [67]. Health taxes on alcoholic 
products, which can also be defined as Pigouvian taxes, 
are considered one of the main economic instruments 
implemented in many countries worldwide [65,68,69]. In 
the UK, where excise duty on alcohol has been in place 
for many years, the government has recently proposed 
changing the tax from a product volume tax to an alcohol 
volume tax [70]. These taxes can be complemented with 
other economic instruments, such as incentives to alco-
hol-free beverage productions. According to [71], wine 
with reduced alcohol content or de-alcoholised wine has 
proven to be an effective measure in reducing the poten-
tial health-related effects of alcohol consumption. Gov-
ernments must implement economic strategies, including 
price incentives and subsidies, to promote the produc-
tion and consumption of No-and Low-Alcohol (No-Lo) 
beverages. As the production of No-Lo wine is still more 
expensive than traditional wines, supporting innovations 
in production techniques through R&D projects is neces-
sary [72].

Factor 4 (the “Keep us alive” view) is characterised 
by a limited interest in adopting HWLs, primarily due 
to perceptions of limited effectiveness in promoting posi-
tive behaviours. The scepticism associated with this fac-
tor stems from the belief that individuals who consume 
wine in moderation will continue to do so, regardless of 
the presence of HWLs. As reported in the literature, the 

moderated consumption of wine is considered important 
for reducing the risk of cardiovascular diseases (CHD). 
This was first explored by [73], whose findings are often 
referred to as the “French paradox”. According to this 
study, despite the relatively high consumption of food 
rich in saturated fatty acids (e.g., cheese and meat), the 
mortality rate of the French population due to cardiovas-
cular disease was lower compared to that in other coun-
tries with similar diets. This has been partially attrib-
uted to the effect of moderate red wine drinking [73]. 
Regular consumption of red wine is beneficial in many 
other recent studies conducted in Mediterranean coun-
tries [74,75]. The challenge lies in finding effective strat-
egies for those who abuse alcoholic beverages, includ-
ing wine, and preventing harmful behaviour, especially 
among younger individuals. According to the Factor 4 
viewpoint, if decreasing alcohol abuse is the main objec-
tive of the EU Commission, this goal cannot be achieved 
using labelling alone, which could be seen as a way of 
discharging responsibility from institutions. Achiev-
ing meaningful changes in drinking behaviour requires 
enhancing knowledge and understanding of the poten-
tial health-related hazards connected to the consump-
tion of alcoholic beverages. According to [7,76], the use 
of HWLs on alcoholic beverages should be only part of 
a broader campaign to educate people about the health-
related risks of alcohol consumption. Public health agen-
cies should implement several other information strate-
gies at the member state level to address misinformation 
about the alcohol use (and abuse), particularly among 
the younger generation [68]. These include implementing 
evidence-based advertising restrictions [77] and school-
based preventive alcohol use interventions for adoles-
cents [78,79]. Moreover, a notable feature of the Mediter-
ranean Diet, inscribed in 2013 on the UNESCO list of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity [80,81] for 
its cultural significance and health-related benefits, is the 
moderate consumption of wine.

Factor 1 (the “Nationalism” view) strongly criti-
cised HWLs for reasons beyond the health implications 
of alcohol use. From this perspective, the labelling is 
seen as a threat to the national wine industry. Conse-
quently, contrasting the adoption of HWLs on wine bot-
tles is essential to protect domestic and international 
demand for wine, as this product plays a crucial role in 
the national economy. These findings are consistent with 
those in [76], which highlight the general resistance of 
the alcohol industry to include public health informa-
tion on the label. The wine industry and farmers have 
a strong interest in protecting their sector. The Italian 
wine industry plays a significant role in the global wine 
market [82]. According to [83], in 2023, Italy produced 
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about 49 million hectolitres of wine, 40% of which was 
exported in EU and non-EU countries. In Italy, win-
emaking is performed by over 30,000 wineries, most of 
which are smallholder grape growers, and involves about 
690,000 hectares of vineyard area [83]. The valorisation 
and protection of this important sector are also seen 
as important for the Factor 4 viewpoint. This perspec-
tive brings the view that introducing HWLs could be an 
attempt by northern European countries to undermine 
a key sector of Italy’s economy and cultural heritage. 
Among typical products, such as Geographical Indica-
tion (GI) products, wine represents a strong connection 
between geographical, environmental and cultural con-
texts. Some authors [84,85] define this concept as terroir, 
which refers to the interaction between environmental 
factors (i.e., biological and physical) and winemaking 
practices applied in each context that can provide dis-
tinctive characteristics to the final product. 

5. CONCLUSIONS

This study provides a preliminary investigation into 
the perception and acceptance of health warning labels 
(HWLs) on wine bottles, focusing on experts and non-
experts within the Italian context, where wine is deeply 
rooted in national culinary tradition. Using Q meth-
odology, a systematic approach to studying human sub-
jectivity, the research highlights a lack of consensus on 
mandatory HWLs for wine in Italy. While Factor 2 (the 
“Market-oriented” view) and Factor 3 (the “Health-first” 
view) ref lect a more positive stance towards HWLs, 
accounting for the majority of consumers, Factor 1 (the 
“Nationalism” view) and Factor 4 (the “Keep us alive” 
view), mainly represented by wine industry profession-
als, oppose such measures. Despite these divergent views, 
there is shared recognition of the need to distinguish 
between alcohol abuse and moderate consumption. Dif-
ferent countries have varying regulations; in regions 
with less stringent warnings, companies may leverage 
this to market their products more aggressively. The 
Irish regulation on alcoholic products, among the strict-
est in the EU, has sparked widespread debate, illustrat-
ing the complexity of implementing HWLs across diverse 
cultural and market contexts. Discussions in Italy and 
other major EU wine-producing countries are intensify-
ing due to the potential implications for the wine indus-
try. As this debate unfolds, a nuanced and multi-faceted 
approach is essential for evaluating the potential effects 
of HWLs on both abusive and social wine consumption, 
particularly among younger generations. Future research 
should analyse the impact of HWLs in countries where 

such measures are already enforced, by promoting real-
world studies, and comparing the findings with existing 
experimental research in Italy.

In some cases, companies may view HWLs as a 
competitive disadvantage. Stricter regulations on health 
warnings may push companies to innovate or differenti-
ate their products in ways that comply without compro-
mising appeal. On the other side, companies might use 
health warnings strategically to enhance their image by 
appearing responsible and socially conscious, thus poten-
tially gaining a competitive edge in the marketplace.

In this framework, harmonizing HWL designs with 
international regulatory frameworks, such as the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP), could be crucial to mini-
mize disruptions to both domestic and export markets. 
Careful alignment with existing EU and member state 
wine legislation is equally important. Health warnings 
can serve as a competitive measure in the marketplace, 
nevertheless, the effectiveness of these warnings often 
depends on various factors, including cultural context, 
consumer behaviour, and regulatory enforcement.

While this study sheds light on critical perspectives, 
it is limited by its focus on the Italian context and the 
exclusion of wine growers from the participant set. Rep-
licating the research in other EU countries and incorpo-
rating additional stakeholders would provide a broader 
understanding of the varied responses to HWLs, offering 
valuable insights for future policy development.
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Figure 1. The Q sorting distribution.
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