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Abstract 27 

The New Jersey wine industry represents an emerging agricultural sector with considerable growth 28 

potential. Yet, it continues to encounter structural and perceptual challenges that constrain its 29 

growth and limit its market competitiveness. This study examines central barriers that emerged in 30 

the data and are consistent with findings from prior research. These include persistent negative 31 

consumer perceptions, collective reputation, restrictive regulatory frameworks, limited 32 

distribution channels, fragmented regional branding, and challenges related to digital 33 

transformation. Using a mixed-method approach, this research combines in-depth interviews with 34 

industry stakeholders, inductive emergent thematic analysis, document analysis, AI sentiment 35 

analysis, and quantitative descriptive data to identify and analyze these issues. The findings 36 

illustrate that while stakeholders express frustration over regulatory and logistical constraints, they 37 

also exhibit optimism for the industry’s future, particularly in areas such as quality improvement, 38 

sustainable practices, and regional identity-building. Addressing these challenges through 39 

strategies, such as quality assurance programs, further state support for extension services, 40 

regulatory reforms, collaborative marketing, and firm-level digital transformation, can 41 

significantly strengthen New Jersey’s wine industry. This study also offers public and private 42 

policy recommendations to support the industry in establishing a solid and competitive presence 43 

in the wine market, positioning New Jersey as a reputable wine-producing region, and applying 44 

frameworks for other emerging wine regions.  45 
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1. Introduction 56 

The New Jersey wine industry, which encompasses four American Viticultural Areas 57 

(AVAs), comprises roughly 1,500 acres of vineyards and 55 wineries and has a direct annual 58 

economic impact of approximately $2.3 billion [1]. New Jersey wines now regularly receive 59 

critical acclaim, illustrating improvements in quality. However, the industry continues to face 60 

barriers to growth and reputation, including inconsistent quality, entrenched consumer perceptions, 61 

and regulatory constraints, which are explored in this study [2,3]. Despite its proximity to major 62 

urban centers like New York City and Philadelphia and the growing number of wineries with 63 

higher quality, the New Jersey wine industry faces persistent challenges related to its brand image, 64 

which continues to shape consumer perceptions of quality and reliability. Many consumers 65 

perceive New Jersey wines as inferior, often influenced by inconsistent quality across the region 66 

and stereotypes that associate the state more with industrial production and popular culture tropes 67 

than with viticulture. However, the sector has seen a clear improvement in quality [2]. These 68 

perceptions, combined with logistical, regulatory, and firm-level barriers such as restrictive 69 

regulations, limited access to distribution channels, poor business processes at the firm level, and 70 

a lack of coordinated marketing, have created a challenging landscape for New Jersey winemakers 71 

seeking to establish a foothold in the competitive global wine market. Addressing these barriers is 72 

essential for the state’s wineries to enhance their potential and attract and retain new consumer 73 

demographics, thereby expanding their market presence. 74 

This study will analyze the issues facing New Jersey’s wine industry through a multi-75 

method research approach. First, primary data was collected through in-depth interviews with 76 

industry stakeholders, which included winery owners, winemakers, journalists, aligned academics, 77 

and representatives from the tourism and regulatory bodies. Through thematically analyzing these 78 

interviews, this study identifies significant strengths and challenges in consumer perception, 79 

distribution, branding, marketing limitations, regulatory barriers, state support, and industry 80 

collaboration. This includes extensive secondary data collection, including document analysis, 81 

industry data and reports, media, and literature review. Second, the study incorporates AI sentiment 82 

analysis to capture the emotional responses of stakeholders regarding these themes, providing 83 

additional insights into industry frustrations and goals. Complementing these qualitative findings, 84 

quantitative descriptive statistics further illustrate these issues. 85 



 

 

This study analyzes New Jersey’s wine industry through a mixed-methods approach. It 86 

highlights actionable insights and public and private policy recommendations for overcoming the 87 

challenges. This research aims to support industry stakeholders in enhancing regional reputation, 88 

expanding market reach, improving the digital sales ecosystem and branding, promoting growth 89 

for New Jersey wines, and assisting in creating frameworks for other emerging wine regions 90 

worldwide.  91 

2. Literature Review 92 

Consumer motivations and perceptions of value and quality play a crucial role in the 93 

development of emerging wine regions, influencing destination loyalty, place attachment, and 94 

purchasing decisions [4]. For example, in Wisconsin and Minnesota, visitors valued price, service, 95 

and emotional experiences over wine education, illustrating predictors of loyalty and growth [5,6]. 96 

Moreover, effective branding and regional brand equity further enhance consumer loyalty, as 97 

demonstrated by product-focused motives surpassing experiential ones [7,8]. 98 

Emerging regions face market volatility and rely on quality perception and collective 99 

reputation to build trust [9-12]. Signals like critic ratings, price, and origin influence willingness 100 

to pay [11, 13]. In Bordeaux and Burgundy, terroir and collective reputation often outweigh 101 

sensory qualities in influencing value [14-16]. Positive expert reviews are critical in emerging 102 

regions, where higher reputation risks strengthen the need for critical assessment to build consumer 103 

confidence [11, 17, 18, 19, 20].        104 

 Branding and regional identity differentiate emerging regions with motivational factors 105 

such as quality and environmental values impacting consumer preferences [8, 21]. For example, 106 

deregulation and export focus in South Africa fragmented the industry while fostering 107 

competitiveness and quality [22]. Moreover, branding has helped regions like North Carolina and 108 

New Jersey attract tourism and establish their identity through immersive experiences, such as 109 

wine trails [8, 23]. Direct-to-consumer strategies are also vital, with cellar door sales particularly 110 

prominent in regions such as New Jersey and Connecticut [23, 24]. In addition, collaborative 111 

marketing enhances visibility while sustaining business models, as observed in regions such as 112 

California and Australia [24]. Studies also highlight the role of consumer expectations, with wines 113 

labeled as "New Jersey" receiving lower ratings than those labeled as "California," even when 114 

controlling for non-biased sensory evaluation, underscoring the importance of branding and 115 



 

 

collective reputation [2, 25].          116 

 Quality assurance programs (QAPs) mitigate consumer risk and support collective 117 

reputation [26-28]. Research in Tennessee indicates that QAPs have a positive influence on 118 

purchases and on-site spending [27]. Similarly, Texas Tech University’s viticulture programs 119 

demonstrate how education and extension offices foster regional competitiveness [29-31].  120 

Indicators such as AVAs and production standards enhance differentiation in crowded markets, 121 

thereby reducing consumer risk [13, 32-36].      122 

 Perceived quality and pricing remain critical factors in consumer decision-making [34, 37, 123 

38]. For example, expert ratings have been shown to impact wine prices, with even minor ratings 124 

leading to measurable price changes [11, 38-40]. In addition to expert opinion, consumer ratings 125 

serve as another quality signal that impacts price and helps reduce consumer information 126 

asymmetry [35].  Factors such as terroir and production standards also influence price expectations 127 

and consumer behavior in wine and other markets [14, 28, 33, 41, 42]. Branding and firm 128 

traceability mitigate consumer risk, particularly in luxury markets [43]. As seen in North Carolina 129 

and other aligned emerging regions, social capital and collaboration bolster regional reputation 130 

and strengthen artisanal values over bulk production [12, 24, 44].      131 

 Climate and policy also influence the development of emerging wine regions. While 132 

climate shifts benefit some areas, volatility and market trends demand adaptability [45]. 133 

Additionally, public policy plays a pivotal role, with programs such as AVAs, extension offices, 134 

and grant funding fostering growth. Virginia and Washington's initiatives align institutional 135 

support with industry needs, which promotes economic growth and sustainability [46-48]. 136 

 Moreover, viticulture and enology make significant contributions to rural economies and 137 

sustainability, driving enotourism, infrastructure development, and enhancing urban-rural 138 

connectivity. This growth is driven by public policy and the triple helix, a model of collaboration 139 

among universities, industry, and government that fosters innovation and regional development 140 

[29, 46, 48-52]. Emerging regions face challenges such as collective reputation and consumer risk, 141 

but branding, quality assurance, and institutional backing are crucial for growth. This study builds 142 

on this literature and offers case insights into New Jersey’s wine industry to explore key indicators 143 

for success and areas for further development. 144 

 145 

 146 



 

 

3. Data and Methods 147 

3.1. Data Collection & Sources 148 

The primary data collection process was a purposeful sampling of 21 in-depth interviews 149 

with key New Jersey wine industry experts. In total, 29 interviews were conducted, as several 150 

participants were interviewed multiple times. Many participants also shared industry 151 

documentation via email, including opinions on the state of the industry, internal operational 152 

strategy documents, and other relevant industry data. Primary data collection was finalized after 153 

data saturation was reached.           154 

 The interview protocol was developed as a follow-up to the author’s prior study of the 155 

Pennsylvania wine industry, which examined consumer perception, regulatory barriers, and 156 

regional branding in a similarly situated mid-Atlantic state [36]. This research also builds directly 157 

on earlier work analyzing New Jersey wine perception, particularly the findings on the impact of 158 

regional stereotypes and branding on consumer expectations [2]. Together, these studies informed 159 

the development of this project’s interview themes and research design. Interview questions were 160 

semi-structured and guided by themes from prior research and relevant literature on emerging wine 161 

regions, quality signals, and institutional support [10, 11, 36]. The protocol focused on consumer 162 

perception, regulatory and distribution challenges, firm-level business practices, branding and 163 

storytelling, and the role of public support.      164 

These semi-structured interviews, which ranged in length from 32 minutes to 1 hour and 165 

18 minutes, were conducted primarily over Zoom, with some taking place over the phone. The 166 

participants represented a broad cross-section of industry, including staff from aligned non-profits, 167 

faculty from relevant higher education institutions, state and local government representatives, 168 

tourism professionals, wine educators, wine journalists, winery owners and operators, 169 

winemakers, and sommeliers. This range of participants provided varied and complementary 170 

perspectives from policy and regulatory viewpoints to market-facing, production-level, and 171 

consumer education insights. This helped surface nuanced and overlapping challenges across the 172 

industry. While the analysis focused on thematic patterns across all participants, there is potential 173 

for future segmented analyses by stakeholder type to refine and prioritize specific themes further. 174 

All interviews were recorded with full Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval and participant 175 

consent.         176 



 

 

A comprehensive secondary data collection was employed to triangulate and confirm 177 

specific participant claims, complementing the interviews. This step, which was crucial in ensuring 178 

the research's robustness, helped minimize potential bias from both the participants and the 179 

researcher. All relevant media articles listed on the Garden State Grape Growers Association 180 

website from 2012 to 2024 were reviewed as part of this process. Additionally, publicly available 181 

industry-related documents were sourced from multiple organizations, reviewed, and analyzed 182 

using document analysis methods. This included the Garden State Grape Growers Association, 183 

Rutgers University, the New Jersey Center for Wine Research and Education, Camden County 184 

Community College, Stockton University, the Outer Coastal Plain Vineyard Association, the New 185 

Jersey Wine Industry Advisory Council, the New Jersey Winemakers Co-Op, the New Jersey 186 

Division of Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC), the New Jersey State Agriculture Development 187 

Committee (SADC), and the New Jersey Division of Travel and Tourism. Furthermore, academic 188 

literature, grey literature, and public policies from other emerging wine regions were utilized to 189 

reinforce the triangulation process, contextualize the findings, and inform potential policy 190 

recommendations. These multiple layers of data collection ensured a comprehensive and validated 191 

analysis of the emergent themes. 192 

3.2. Methods 193 

  This research primarily employed thematic analysis (TA) with an inductive approach, 194 

allowing themes to emerge naturally from the data rather than being constrained by pre-existing 195 

frameworks or assumptions. Thematic analysis is well-suited for exploratory research, as it enables 196 

the direct identification of patterns of meaning from participants' lived experiences. The process 197 

included data review, open coding, theme refinement, and naming, all aimed at generating a 198 

focused interpretation of the major emergent issues. This approach ensured that the themes 199 

reflected the nuanced and complex realities of the New Jersey wine industry [53]. These 200 

organically arising themes formed the foundation for the study’s broader analysis [54, 55].  201 

 The analysis followed a structured, multi-layered process that combined thematic coding, 202 

sentiment analysis, and document triangulation. The author coded all transcripts using an iterative 203 

process involving memoing, codebook development, and thematic clustering. While a single 204 

researcher conducted the analysis, steps were taken to ensure consistency and reliability. To 205 

support intra-rater reliability, a subset of transcripts was recoded several weeks after the initial 206 



 

 

round, with strong alignment observed between the original, second-round, and third-round codes 207 

[56]. The themes were categorized as primary or secondary based on frequency and interpretive 208 

significance. Primary themes were raised by a broad share of participants and often connected to 209 

systemic barriers or opportunities reflected in the aligned literature and documents. Secondary 210 

themes were raised less frequently but added nuance when tied to specific contexts. These 211 

distinctions were further reinforced through triangulation with relevant policy documents and prior 212 

studies on adjacent emerging wine regions.        213 

While this study employed a single-coder design, qualitative research does not always 214 

require multiple coders or interrater reliability to establish rigor, as analytic quality can be 215 

demonstrated through alternative systematic and transparent processes rather than solely through 216 

coder counts [57, 58]. Single-coder approaches are commonly accepted when supported by 217 

practices such as triangulation, detailed documentation, externally validated data, and intra-rater 218 

reliability checks, all of which were implemented in this study [59, 60]. Foundational texts likewise 219 

stress that consistency, reflexivity, and methodological alignment are central to validity, rather 220 

than exclusively the number of coders [58, 61]. The aim is to provide a transparent analytic path 221 

so that the development of concepts and themes can be assessed even if alternative categories 222 

might be generated by other researchers [62]. To this end, this study incorporated intra-rater 223 

checks, NVivo AI sentiment analysis, descriptive statistics, and extensive document triangulation, 224 

aligning with peer-reviewed literature and reflecting a systematic process consistent with best 225 

practices in qualitative research. This approach demonstrates that the findings are reliable and 226 

methodologically sound within a single-coder framework [57–62]. Document analysis served as 227 

a complementary method to corroborate and contextualize interview findings. Key regulatory, 228 

promotional, and planning documents were reviewed in detail to strengthen the evidentiary base. 229 

In cross-referencing participant data with these materials, document analysis reduced potential bias 230 

and reinforced the validity of the thematic structure [63]. Themes lacking external support were 231 

excluded from final reporting.   232 

In addition, this research employed an innovative approach by applying AI-powered 233 

sentiment analysis as a secondary analysis method to assess the emotional tone of the interview 234 

data and uncover potential primary industry issues. The sentiment analysis was conducted using 235 

NVivo AI, leveraging its automated text analysis capabilities to categorize stakeholder emotions 236 

as positive, negative, or neutral. A predefined dictionary of industry-specific terms was applied, 237 



 

 

and intra-coder reliability checks were performed to validate the AI's classifications, which 238 

ensured consistency and accuracy. This analysis, conducted using NVivo's machine learning 239 

algorithms, classifies the sentiment as positive, negative, or neutral and detects more subtle 240 

emotions, such as excitement or frustration [64].       241 

 Following the initial AI-powered sentiment analysis, the researcher manually triangulated 242 

all sentiments to confirm the findings. During the manual validation of NVivo AI's sentiment 243 

analysis, a few categorizations were found to be inaccurate, particularly those involving nuanced, 244 

ambiguous, sarcastic, or unclear phrases. In some instances, the researcher re-listened to the 245 

recorded interviews to gather additional context and ensure accurate interpretation. These were 246 

mitigated by excluding the problematic instances from the final findings and focusing only on 247 

consistently validated sentiments across automated and manual triangulation processes. This 248 

manual check ensured that sentiment was only applied where tone could be clearly and consistently 249 

interpreted. The final results reflect only those sentiments that withstood this validation process. 250 

Using sentiment analysis, quantitative insights were provided into the participants' emotional 251 

responses, offering a complementary perspective to the thematic findings and illustrating the 252 

critical issues in the industry from the participants' point of view [65, 66].    253 

In addition, descriptive statistics were employed to support the qualitative insights further 254 

and quantify specific themes and sentiments, a technique widely accepted for identifying salience 255 

in qualitative research [55, 67]. For instance, the percentage of participants highlighting particular 256 

emergent themes in the industry was calculated; all duplicate participants were removed from 257 

the percentages in the findings. These statistics provided a transparent and accessible overview of 258 

the data, which helped summarize key findings and illustrate trends within the responses [68].   259 

 This study employed a robust mixed-methods approach, integrating thematic analysis, 260 

document review, and triangulation, as well as AI-powered sentiment analysis and descriptive 261 

statistics. These methods reduced bias, reinforced key findings, and provided a multidimensional 262 

understanding of the New Jersey wine industry. The final results were shaped by the convergence 263 

of three core analytic layers: the frequency and interpretive depth of participant themes, the 264 

emotional tone identified through validated sentiment analysis, and alignment and verification 265 

with external documents and prior research. This triangulated approach supported the 266 

identification of themes, informed their interpretation, and guided the development of final 267 

recommendations.     268 



 

 

4. Findings and Discussion 269 

Following the research, a continual comparative analysis of data, text mining, document 270 

analysis, and triangulation revealed distinct patterns that represented critical categorical findings 271 

regarding the New Jersey wine industry. These findings reveal the challenges and opportunities 272 

within the industry, with clear themes developing across primary and secondary emergent themes. 273 

 As previously discussed, primary and secondary themes were identified based on their 274 

frequency of occurrence, depth, consistency, and strategic relevance. A larger share of participants 275 

raised primary themes and cut across stakeholder groups, often tying into broader structural or 276 

market concerns. Secondary themes appeared less frequently or were more context-specific, but 277 

they provided valuable insights.  278 

This distinction was guided by both quantitative mention and qualitative weight, reinforced 279 

through document analysis and alignment with prior literature. Many findings mirror patterns 280 

observed in other geographically adjacent emerging regions, such as Pennsylvania and 281 

Connecticut, as well as earlier studies on New Jersey itself, where collective reputation, regulatory 282 

constraints, and regional branding influence market potential [2, 23, 36]. These parallels suggest 283 

enduring structural barriers while highlighting dynamics specific to New Jersey’s policy and 284 

identity landscape. The ten fundamental primary themes that will be explored in depth through this 285 

section include: 286 

1. Quality Challenges, Collective Reputation, and Public Perception of New Jersey Wines 287 

2. Marketing and Distribution Challenges 288 

3. Tourism and Agritourism Potential 289 

4. Regulatory Challenges and Reducing Innovation 290 

5. The Role of Research and Development/Extension Support 291 

6. Workforce and Training Issues 292 

7. Changing Consumer Preferences 293 

8. Collective Action and Cooperation Among Wineries 294 

9. Need for More Grapes and Vineyard Incentives 295 

10. Branding, Storytelling, and Digital Transformation Deficiencies 296 

In addition to these primary findings, seven secondary themes were also identified for further 297 

consideration and analysis: 298 



 

 

1. Sustainability and Innovation in Viticulture 299 

2. Impact of Climate Change on Wine Production 300 

3. Competition from Other Beverage Industries 301 

4. Challenges of Small Wineries 302 

5. Importance of Wine Competitions and Recognition 303 

6. Potential of Co-op Models 304 

7. Barriers to Entry for New Wineries 305 

While these are interconnected themes, each will be discussed and analyzed for clarity. In 306 

addition, a brief synthesis at the end of this section will consolidate these findings to highlight their 307 

impact on New Jersey’s wine industry. 308 

4.1. Primary Themes 309 

4.1.1. Quality Challenges, Collective Reputation, and Public Perception of New Jersey Wines 310 

New Jersey wines face significant reputation challenges, with 60% of participants 311 

highlighting inconsistent quality and entrenched stereotypes as critical barriers. Negative 312 

sentiment is common, as even high-quality producers are impacted by subpar offerings. “There is 313 

amazing wine here, but there’s still just so much bad wine that people happen to have, and they 314 

don’t want to try it again,” one participant noted. Industrial stereotypes, perpetuated by pop culture 315 

phenomena like The Sopranos and Jersey Shore, exacerbate the issue, creating a “gravitational 316 

pull” that undermines credibility, noted one participant. Research supports that weak branding and 317 

inconsistent quality limit growth potential, perpetuating the “one bad apple” effect where a single 318 

poor experience deters repeat visits [10, 36].      319 

Public unawareness further compounds the reputation issue, with 30% of participants 320 

identifying it as a critical challenge. “People don’t even know we have vineyards here. They think 321 

New Jersey is just factories and highways,” one stakeholder remarked. Despite notable 322 

improvements in wine quality, outdated perceptions persist, which limit the state’s ability to attract 323 

and retain local and out-of-state customers. Additionally, the limited visibility of New Jersey wines 324 

in restaurants and retail spaces reinforces these stereotypes. “Without being able to go to a 325 

restaurant and taste New Jersey wines, you don’t go home thinking, ‘Let me buy that wine,’’ a 326 



 

 

participant explained.         327 

 Addressing these challenges requires coordinated action to reshape perceptions and 328 

attitudes. Participants emphasized the need for consistent messaging, quality-driven branding, and 329 

expanded distribution networks to spotlight New Jersey’s unique terroir and winemaking potential. 330 

Investments in quality assurance programs and collaborative marketing can help foster local pride 331 

and attract consumer interest. As one participant reflected, “The wines are rapidly improving, but 332 

it might be too late for New Jersey to ever be seen as a world-class region” [27, 36, 69].  333 

4.1.2. Marketing and Distribution Challenges.  334 

As cited by 50% of participants, marketing and distribution challenges emerged as a significant 335 

barrier, with predominantly negative sentiment reflecting frustration over limited visibility and 336 

difficulty accessing broader markets. Stakeholders described their reliance on local channels, such 337 

as farmers’ markets and tasting rooms, which they believe restricts their growth potential. “We’re 338 

too small to get picked up by distributors,” one participant explained, noting that distributors often 339 

favor larger production regions and producers. The absence of a cohesive regional branding 340 

strategy exacerbates these challenges, leaving wineries to struggle in competing beyond local 341 

markets. “How do we break through and get noise out? We need to figure out how to market 342 

ourselves regionally,” emphasized one stakeholder. Marketing wine as an experience good—343 

where consumers make decisions with incomplete information—was likened to “chumming the 344 

water in Jaws,” underscoring the difficulty of building consumer trust and excitement. New Jersey 345 

wineries risk being overshadowed without improved marketing efforts and distribution 346 

partnerships. “We need all the help we can get with people recognizing who we are,” a participant 347 

remarked, reflecting the urgency to enhance brand awareness and reputation [16, 70]. 348 

4.1.3. Tourism and Agritourism Potential.   349 

New Jersey’s proximity to urban hubs like New York City and Philadelphia offers significant 350 

agritourism potential, as highlighted by 35% of participants, who expressed predominantly 351 

positive sentiment. Stakeholders view this urban-rural connectivity as crucial to attracting visitors 352 

and enhancing local economies. “We need to expand beyond the beach and get visitors to our 353 

farms and wineries,” one explained. However, limited infrastructure, such as wine trails and 354 



 

 

tourism partnerships, limits progress. “This is now the experience of the wine business, not just 355 

the wine business,” noted a stakeholder, emphasizing the shift toward hospitality-driven tourism. 356 

Integrating wine with broader agritourism could create immersive experiences that appeal to 357 

diverse audiences. “For small wineries in New Jersey, it’s about agritourism hospitality now,” one 358 

participant said. Improved infrastructure and targeted marketing could position the state as a 359 

competitive wine tourism destination, thereby enhancing rural economic development [49, 71]. 360 

“Agri-tourism isn’t just about wine tastings anymore—it’s about making people fall in love with 361 

the whole experience, from the farm to the bottle,” noted one participant.  362 

4.1.4. Regulatory Challenges and Reducing Innovation.  363 

Strict regulations, cited by 45% of participants, present a barrier to growth, with a strongly negative 364 

sentiment reflecting widespread frustration over restrictive laws. Legal constraints such as the 365 

three-acre cultivation rule and the on-site production mandate disproportionately impact urban 366 

wineries and small-scale producers. “The law requires all New Jersey wineries to have a vineyard 367 

with at least three acres of vines and to make wine on-site, which is a huge barrier,” one participant 368 

explained. These rules constrain innovation and scalability, reinforcing the urban–rural divide, yet 369 

they also create a powerful branding opportunity centered on locally grown fruit. Urban wineries 370 

often face entry barriers, while rural wineries encounter challenges such as low foot traffic and 371 

limited infrastructure. “We can’t put our wineries in downtown environments like breweries can,” 372 

noted one stakeholder, emphasizing disparities between the wine and craft beer industries, 373 

although these wineries can open tasting rooms.       374 

 Frustration with the New Jersey Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) was also common, with 375 

one participant describing it as “a nightmare to work with.” The current legal framework restricts 376 

partnerships, cooperative models, and creative marketing approaches, hindering the industry’s 377 

ability to adapt to consumer trends. However, participants acknowledged that the three-acre rule 378 

provides a rallying point for advocacy. As one remarked, “The three-acre rule gives us something 379 

to rally around... but sometimes it feels like the juice isn’t worth the squeeze!” Examples like 380 

Alsace, France, and New Jersey’s own Winemakers Co-Op highlight the potential benefits of 381 

innovative collaboration and flexible regulations [72, 73]. Regulatory reforms that address these 382 

barriers unlock opportunities for boutique urban wineries, co-op distribution models, and dynamic 383 

growth strategies, positioning New Jersey’s wine industry to compete more effectively in broader 384 



 

 

markets. However, elements like the three-acre requirement may also offer unique branding 385 

potential tied to local production, warranting careful consideration of benefits and trade-offs [74].  386 

4.1.5. The Role of Research/Development and Extension Support.  387 

A lack of robust extension services emerged as a critical barrier, cited by 50% of participants, with 388 

negative sentiment reflecting frustration over insufficient state support. Stakeholders emphasized 389 

the importance of having dedicated experts to guide wineries in improving grape quality, adapting 390 

to climate change, and fostering sustainability. “At a minimum, we need a state viticulturist and 391 

state enologist solely focused on the wine industry,” one participant stressed. The absence of strong 392 

academic partnerships, particularly with Rutgers University, further compounds the issue; 393 

however, participants noted the quality of the current staff and the need for additional state support. 394 

“Successful wine regions have robust academic collaboration, and we don’t,” a stakeholder noted, 395 

highlighting how access to scientific expertise helps other regions thrive. New Jersey wineries lack 396 

the tools to address local challenges, such as disease-resistant varietals and climate adaptation, 397 

without robust extension services. Investment in extension services is essential for advancing the 398 

state’s wine industry. Without this infrastructure, stakeholders fear New Jersey will lag behind 399 

better-supported regions, leaving its wineries at a competitive disadvantage [29, 31, 75].  400 

4.1.6. Workforce and Training Issues.  401 

Workforce challenges, cited by 35% of participants, emerged as a key barrier, with sentiment 402 

ranging from neutral to negative. Stakeholders highlighted a significant skills gap, noting the lack 403 

of formal education and training programs as a major obstacle. “It’s hard to find workers who are 404 

skilled in winemaking. We don’t have the programs to train them,” one participant explained. This 405 

skills gap affects all aspects of operations, from vineyard management to marketing and 406 

hospitality, limiting wine quality and scalability. “You see wineries struggling to find professionals 407 

knowledgeable in winemaking,” another stakeholder observed. Participants emphasized the 408 

importance of formal education programs, apprenticeships, and training initiatives in building a 409 

skilled workforce. “We need to provide training and programs to develop a skilled winemaking 410 

labor force in New Jersey,” one interviewee emphasized. Farmers interested in agritourism face 411 

similar barriers, with limited guidance on how to diversify their operations. Investing in workforce 412 



 

 

development through education and training is crucial for enhancing wine quality, promoting 413 

agritourism, and ensuring the industry’s long-term sustainability [76].  414 

4.1.7. Changing Consumer Preferences.  415 

As 30% of participants noted, shifting consumer preferences are reshaping the New Jersey wine 416 

industry. Sentiment ranged from positive to neutral, as stakeholders recognized opportunities for 417 

growth by aligning with the priorities of younger consumers. “There’s a big market for sweeter 418 

wines, even though they aren’t to my taste,” one participant remarked, highlighting the potential 419 

to cater to new palates. Younger generations value sustainability, unique flavors, and affordability 420 

over traditional markers, such as AVA labels. “The next generation doesn’t care about AVA labels; 421 

they care about sustainability and the story behind the wine,” explained a stakeholder. A Wine 422 

Institute study found that nearly three-quarters of U.S. consumers would consider sustainably 423 

produced wine, with nine out of ten millennials willing to pay more for such products [77]. 424 

Participants also noted openness to hybrid grape varieties and unconventional styles. “This 425 

generation doesn’t care about the prejudice against hybrids—they just want good wine and new 426 

flavors,” one interviewee said. Innovation in hybrids and distinct offerings presents an opportunity 427 

to engage adventurous, younger consumers. Adapting to these trends by prioritizing sustainability 428 

and offering innovative wines is crucial for New Jersey wineries to attract new customers and 429 

remain competitive in a rapidly evolving market. 430 

4.1.8. Collective Action and Cooperation Among Wineries. 431 

 The collective action, noted by 35% of participants, emerged as a critical theme for addressing 432 

shared challenges, though sentiment was mixed. Stakeholders acknowledged the potential of 433 

collaboration but expressed frustration with industry fragmentation. “We’re stronger together, but 434 

it’s like herding cats trying to get everyone on the same page,” one participant remarked. This lack 435 

of unity has stalled progress on key issues, including marketing, lobbying for regulatory reform, 436 

and establishing unified quality standards. “We need to have a unified voice about what we do as 437 

an industry, but there’s so much fragmentation,” another stakeholder observed. Without cohesion, 438 

New Jersey wineries struggle to establish a strong regional brand, which limits their 439 

competitiveness both locally and nationally [24]. Participants emphasized that collaboration could 440 



 

 

enhance marketing campaigns, policy advocacy, and market visibility. “If we could just agree on 441 

a unified message, New Jersey wine could be unstoppable,” one interviewee noted. However, the 442 

lack of alignment continues to hinder these efforts. By adopting a collective action and coopetition 443 

approach, New Jersey wineries could pool resources, amplify their impact, and address shared 444 

challenges effectively. A more unified strategy, particularly in terms of quality assurance, would 445 

strengthen the industry’s regional identity and enhance its competitive advantage [24]. 446 

4.1.9. Need for More Grapes and Vineyard Incentives.  447 

The need for increased vineyard acreage and incentives was a recurring concern, with 40% of 448 

participants highlighting it as a critical area for industry support. Sentiment on this topic ranged 449 

from negative to neutral, as stakeholders expressed frustration over the limited land dedicated to 450 

grape cultivation and the lack of state-level initiatives to encourage expansion. “We simply don’t 451 

have enough vineyards in the state to meet production needs. We need real incentives for grape 452 

growers,” one participant emphasized, reflecting a widespread challenge in meeting the demand 453 

for high-quality grapes. 454 

Establishing new vineyards is a costly and long-term investment, which many small operators 455 

cannot afford without financial support. “The cost of planting new vineyards is enormous, and 456 

most of us just can’t afford to do it without help,” another stakeholder shared, highlighting the 457 

economic barriers potential growers face. While there is demand for high-quality fruit from both 458 

within and outside the state, the limited supply of grapes restricts production and hinders the 459 

region’s ability to compete with larger wine-producing states. “There’s more demand than supply 460 

currently for high-quality fruit,” one participant noted, emphasizing the disconnect between market 461 

potential and production capacity. Participants agreed that introducing targeted incentives, such as 462 

tax breaks or grants, would provide much-needed support for expanding vineyard acreage. “Any 463 

kind of incentive at all to encourage people to grow more fruit would be a massive help,” one 464 

interviewee suggested, pointing to the dual benefit of increasing production capacity while 465 

preserving farmland and fostering sustainability. Without such measures, the scalability and 466 

sustainability of the New Jersey wine industry remain uncertain, leaving wineries unable to meet 467 

the growing demand of consumers or improve their competitive standing [78].  468 

4.1.10. Branding, Storytelling, and Digital Transformation Deficiencies.  469 



 

 

Branding and digital transformation challenges, identified by 30% of participants, were met with 470 

predominantly negative sentiment, as stakeholders criticized the lack of a cohesive regional 471 

identity and underdeveloped digital strategies. “Our wine doesn’t sell itself; the narrative is just as 472 

important,” one participant noted, highlighting the importance of storytelling in creating emotional 473 

connections with consumers. While some wineries excel at individual branding, the region 474 

struggles with outdated websites, inconsistent social media strategies, and insufficient e-commerce 475 

platforms. “Most wineries have terrible websites. You can’t even figure out how to order the wine,” 476 

another stakeholder remarked, emphasizing a critical gap in online infrastructure.    477 

 Direct-to-consumer (DTC) sales were a particular pain point, with participants identifying 478 

outdated digital sales channels and poor e-commerce execution as significant barriers to growth. 479 

“Digital storytelling and selling are crucial, and we’re just not doing it,” one respondent 480 

emphasized. Weaknesses in social media strategies further hinder consumer engagement, with 481 

stakeholders noting a lack of connection to the land, people, and stories behind the wines. 482 

Participants recommended investments in unified branding, modernizing DTC platforms, and 483 

leveraging digital storytelling to engage consumers emotionally and remain competitive. 484 

Strengthening digital infrastructure and cohesive narratives will allow New Jersey wineries to 485 

expand their market reach and secure a stronger foothold in an increasingly digital wine industry 486 

[79, 80].  487 



 

 

 488 

Figure 1. This chart illustrates the percentage of participants who cited each primary theme. Document analysis 489 

reinforced these broadly shared issues and aligned with findings from prior research.  490 

4.2. Secondary Themes 491 

4.2.1. Sustainability and Innovation in Viticulture.  492 

Sustainability, mentioned by 30% of participants, reflects a growing focus on 493 

environmental practices, such as reducing pesticide use and experimenting with hearty hybrid 494 

grape varieties, all of which are of value in the global wine market. While optimism and sentiment 495 

are high and positive, smaller wineries face barriers like high costs and limited infrastructure. 496 

“New Jersey can be the next Napa, but we need to innovate,” one participant remarked, 497 

emphasizing the importance of sustainable practices for long-term viability [81].  498 

4.2.2. Impact of Climate Change on Wine Production.  499 

Climate change, noted by 20% of participants, raises concerns about its effects on grape 500 

quality and growing seasons. The sentiment was negative, with growers highlighting issues such 501 



 

 

as increased rainfall and unpredictable weather patterns. While some wineries are exploring 502 

resilient grape varieties and new management practices, these efforts remain limited. “I’m spooked 503 

by how much rain we’ve gotten in the last four years. It’s having a huge impact on our vineyards,” 504 

one participant stated. Adapting to climate instability is essential to maintaining quality and 505 

competitiveness in the evolving wine market [82].  506 

4.2.3. Competition from Other Industries.  507 

Competition from craft beer and cannabis, mentioned by 20% of participants, is seen as a 508 

growing challenge, particularly with younger consumers. The sentiment was negative, as 509 

stakeholders noted that breweries benefit from looser regulations, and the emerging cannabis 510 

market diverts attention from wine. “It feels like cannabis is pulling customers away from tasting 511 

rooms—now people prefer a puff to a pour,” one participant remarked. Without innovative 512 

marketing or new product offerings, wineries may struggle to capture the interest of younger 513 

consumers who are increasingly diversifying their drinking habits across various product 514 

categories [83, 84].  515 

4.2.4. Challenges of Small Wineries.  516 

Scaling operations are a significant obstacle for small wineries, as 30% of participants 517 

noted, with sentiments ranging from neutral to negative. High operating costs, limited distribution 518 

access, and competition from larger producers make growth challenging. Many small wineries are 519 

run as passion projects, which limits their investment in equipment, marketing, and staffing, 520 

contributing to inconsistent production quality. “We can’t operate as hobby businesses if we want 521 

the industry to grow,” one participant stated. Supporting these wineries through co-op models, 522 

shared resources, or incentives could enhance their scalability and bolster the region’s overall 523 

impact [85, 86].  524 

4.2.5. Importance of Wine Competitions and Recognition.  525 

Winning awards and gaining critical recognition were highlighted by 25% of participants 526 

as a valuable tool for elevating New Jersey wines. However, sentiment was neutral due to mixed 527 

views on their current effectiveness. While competitions can bring visibility and credibility, many 528 



 

 

participants feel their impact has diminished, especially as prestigious platforms like Wine 529 

Enthusiast shift focus away from emerging regions. “Wine Enthusiast isn’t scoring emerging 530 

regions anymore, which is a big loss for us,” one stakeholder noted. Broader recognition from 531 

well-regarded contests could help New Jersey wineries establish credibility, attract consumers, and 532 

mitigate perceived risks. However, the decline in these opportunities leaves many feeling 533 

disconnected from opportunity [11, 40].  534 

4.2.6. The Potential of Co-op Models.  535 

Co-op models were supported by 20% of participants, with positive sentiment about their 536 

ability to address financial and distribution challenges. These models, common in other 537 

agricultural sectors, facilitate resource sharing for production and distribution. The success of New 538 

Jersey’s Winemakers Co-Op demonstrates the potential for further adoption, particularly in 539 

creating shared facilities, equipment, and distribution networks. “If we could pool our resources 540 

and create co-ops for production and distribution, we could lower costs and increase output,” one 541 

participant noted. However, regulatory changes, such as relaxing on-site production requirements, 542 

may be necessary to expand these models effectively. Co-ops have been successful in regions like 543 

Alsace, France, and could offer New Jersey wineries a pathway to reduce costs, scale operations, 544 

and enhance their market presence [24, 72, 87]. 545 

4.2.7. Barriers to Entry for New Wineries.  546 

High entry costs and strict regulations were identified by 25% of participants as significant 547 

barriers to new wineries, with a strongly negative sentiment. The combination of expensive 548 

property, costly equipment, and regulatory requirements, such as the New Jersey Division of 549 

Alcoholic Beverage Control’s minimum acreage rule and the Farmland Assessment Act’s three-550 

acre mandate, creates prohibitive hurdles for new entrants. “The initial investment is huge. It’s 551 

really hard to start a winery unless you have significant capital,” one participant explained. These 552 

barriers limit industry growth, stifle innovation, and reduce diversity in business models and wine 553 

offerings. Addressing these challenges through regulatory reform and targeted support could 554 

enable more dynamic industry growth and foster new opportunities [88-91].  555 



 

 

 556 

Figure 2. The chart illustrates the percentage of participants who cited each secondary theme. Though less frequent, 557 

these themes were supported by external data and highlight emerging or context-specific challenges. 558 

4.3. Theme Integration 559 

These findings indicate that New Jersey’s wine industry faces several structural challenges, 560 

including limited extension support, workforce development issues, restrictive regulations, and a 561 

lack of vineyard incentives. Issues with collective reputation and weak regional brand equity 562 

continue to hinder the process of gaining consumer trust and expanding market access. At the same 563 

time, clear opportunities, such as growing interest in agritourism, improving quality, shifting 564 

consumer preferences, urban-rural connectivity, and cooperative models, offer paths forward.  565 

5. Limitations 566 

While this study provides valuable insights into the New Jersey wine industry, several 567 

limitations must be noted. First, the sample size of 21 individuals and 29 total in-depth interviews, 568 

though appropriate for qualitative research, may limit the diversity of perspectives captured, as 569 

some participants were interviewed multiple times. This focused sample enables detailed thematic 570 

exploration but may not accurately represent the broader industry.  571 



 

 

Second, participant bias is a potential concern, as the purposeful selection of highly 572 

involved experts might skew findings toward established voices, potentially marginalizing 573 

emerging perspectives. Similarly, the researcher’s role in data collection and analysis introduces 574 

the possibility of subjective influence, despite the use of structured protocols and efforts to 575 

maintain objectivity. To mitigate these issues, the study employed triangulation, cross-referencing 576 

interview data with industry reports, intra-rating reliability, public policies, and aligned academic 577 

literature to provide a broader context and enhance credibility. The integration of extensive 578 

external document analysis and AI sentiment analysis enhances the validity of the findings, 579 

ensuring they accurately reflect both individual experiences and broader industry realities. 580 

Although this study employed a single-coder design, recent methodological work emphasizes that 581 

rigor can be demonstrated through systematic and transparent processes rather than solely relying 582 

on coder counts [57, 59, 62]. This research addressed the standard by employing a consistent 583 

methodological alignment and incorporating iterative coding, memoing, intra-rater checks, and 584 

triangulation, utilizing AI sentiment analysis, descriptive statistics, peer-reviewed literature, and 585 

document review. 586 

6. Recommendations & Conclusion 587 

While the New Jersey wine industry has demonstrated measurable progress in quality, 588 

enduring challenges remain. This study highlights several issues that continue to restrict the 589 

industry’s capacity for sustained growth and market recognition. New Jersey’s wine industry 590 

remains constrained by negative public perception, inconsistent branding, restrictive regulations, 591 

limited distribution, and operational inefficiencies, making the recommendations below critical to 592 

overcoming these barriers. While this research reveals frustration over the obstacles, it also fosters 593 

optimism about the industry’s future and opportunities if the identified challenges are addressed. 594 

 Addressing these challenges will require a deliberate and strategic approach. First, creating 595 

a unified brand identity that emphasizes quality and regional distinctiveness is important for New 596 

Jersey wineries to compete effectively. A statewide marketing campaign highlighting the unique 597 

terroir, improved wine quality, and the stories of local winemakers could position the state as a 598 

premier wine destination. In addition, efforts to overcome negative perceptions must include 599 

cohesive branding with hyper-focused programming that emphasizes quality and is designed to 600 

enhance the collective reputation of New Jersey wines. This can include the introduction of 601 



 

 

industry-wide quality certifications, educational outreach campaigns, and media partnerships with 602 

food and wine critics, influencers, and travel writers to build public trust and elevate the region’s 603 

profile.   604 

Regulatory reforms that address these barriers, including rethinking the three-acre rule, 605 

could unlock opportunities for boutique urban wineries, innovation, co-op distribution models, and 606 

dynamic growth strategies, positioning New Jersey’s wine industry to compete more effectively 607 

in broader markets. However, the three-acre requirement may also offer unique branding potential 608 

tied to local production, so reforms should be approached to understand the balance between 609 

removing structural limitations and preserving the identity, place-based storytelling value, and 610 

market distinctiveness that these rules can provide.    611 

Furthermore, expanding research and development efforts through partnerships with 612 

Rutgers University and other institutions would provide the scientific support needed to adapt to 613 

New Jersey’s unique viticultural conditions. Increased funding for extension services, including 614 

the creation of a state viticulturist and oenologist position, is vital for long-term success.   615 

 The industry must also address the limited availability of vineyards by incentivizing new 616 

plantings through tax breaks, grants, and other financial support. Expanding vineyard acreage not 617 

only meets growing production demands but also enhances the scalability of New Jersey’s wine 618 

sector while focusing on terroir and improving brand image. In addition, strengthening distribution 619 

networks is equally important, as small wineries often struggle to access retail and restaurant 620 

markets. Moreover, establishing cooperative distribution models could alleviate these challenges, 621 

while direct shipping opportunities and partnerships with grocers and the hospitality sector can 622 

help increase visibility and market penetration. Finally, and most importantly, there is a hyper-623 

focus on quality and quality assurance. Implementing comprehensive quality programs, such as 624 

quality production standards and rigorous wine competitions, will enhance consumer trust and 625 

ensure that New Jersey wines are recognized as premium products.    626 

 This study contributes to the literature by providing a comprehensive analysis of the New 627 

Jersey wine industry, offering insight into how emerging wine regions can address systemic 628 

challenges such as regulatory barriers, branding and quality inconsistencies, and distribution 629 

limitations. Integrating qualitative insights and aligned best practices with actionable policy 630 

recommendations establishes a framework that other developing regions can adapt to improve 631 

marketability, brand equity, collaboration, and growth. 632 
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