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Introduction

Wine tourism has evolved from being a niche activity to a key sector of the global tourism industry,
offering visitors not only wine but immersive cultural, emotional, and sensory experiences with the aim of
exceed people's emotional needs and expectations to manage the total customer experience (Berry, L.L. et
al. 2002). However, many wineries are struggling, a phenomenon also due to the significant decline of
wine sales, to create customer experiences that leave lasting impressions. To address this gap the market
has responded by improving direct sales aligning with the growing customer interest in wine experience
(C. Michael, 2000). We propose a new analysis methodology inspired by the Gestalt Cycle of Contact
(Perls et al. 1951) to analyze the obstacles to a fully engaging customer experience, integrating findings
from qualitative research conducted during a wine tasting experience at a Valpolicella (IT) winery. By
focusing on emotional engagement, sensory perception and the other customers’ subjective response to
every interaction with the winery, we highlight the interruptions to a full experience, in order to enhance
customer experience and facilitate value creation in wine tourism.

Research Objectives

This research aims to explore the emotional and cognitive engagement of participants in wine tourism.
Our objective is to identify critical phases and potential disruptions—termed as interruptions—in the
customer journey. By employing the Gestalt Cycle of Contact, we offer a novel insight into understanding
customer needs throughout their experience. This study contributes to the growing field of experiential
marketing and presents practical recommendations for wineries seeking to enhance customer interaction
and involvement. The findings highlight the importance of integrating sensory, emotional, and cognitive
elements to create wine tourism experiences. Ultimately, our goal is to foster deep connections with
visitors.

Methodology and Analytical framework

We adopted a structured qualitative methodology to explore how individuals perceive their wine tasting
experiences. To facilitate our understanding of how people achieve a sense of completeness in their
encounters, we utilized the Gestalt Cycle of Contact. This Cycle comprises seven distinct phases: (1)
Sensation, which refers to the initial perception or stimulus; (2) Awareness, involving the recognition and
significance of the stimulus; (3) Mobilization, representing the readiness to act; (4) Action, where steps
are taken to meet the need; (5) Contact, characterized by total immersion in the experience; (6)
Satisfaction, signifying the fulfillment of needs that leads to contentment; and (7) Withdrawal, which
entails assimilating the experience followed by relaxation. 15 participants were requested to complete a
questionnaire—distributed via the software Survey Monkey—comprising 22 open-ended questions
designed to allow for the organic progression through each phase of the Cycle. These inquiries
specifically targeted each phase's dynamics. Following every phase-related question, we incorporated an
additional question aimed at identifying any interruptions within that phase. We contend that addressing



each specific phase enables participants to identify disruptions more effectively, as they are cognitively
prepared to reflect on what might be improved during their journey. This approach facilitates uncovering
critical insights, unmet needs, unresolved emotions, and obstacles to engagement. The data collected were
analyzed using Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software. This process provided valuable insights into
the challenges that prevent participants from fully engaging in their wine tourism experiences.

Findings

Even if the majority of the participants expressed a great satisfaction for the experience, the barriers that
impeded a complete and whole enjoyment of the wine tasting were uncovered, we believe, only by
helping the participants re-live the experience through the Gestalt’s Cycle questions. This has led to
understand the interruptions: a key issue highlighted by the participants was that (1) many attendees were
not familiar with their destination or the route to reach it; feeling disoriented among the vines due to
inadequate lighting while navigating towards the venue; the addition of a simple directional sign along the
path could have alleviated this confusion. Another common concern was (2) the lack of local culinary
options, which hindered participants from fully appreciating wine pairings and gaining insights into the
regional food culture. Several individuals expressed interest in receiving more guidance on how to pair
wines with different dishes and proper table settings, especially when accommodating diverse preferences
within larger groups. Additionally, participants indicated (3) feelings of discomfort regarding the initial
seating arrangement, expressing a desire for a more immersive and relaxed atmosphere reminiscent of
strolling through a vineyard (the tasting was inside the winery due to the bad weather conditions). The
experience was also shaped by group size; there was a prevalent sentiment that (3) smaller gatherings
would create a more intimate and engaging setting. This dynamic often (4) complicated matters for
individuals with varying levels of expertise in discerning different flavors and aromas, highlighting the
need for educational resources during tastings. Moreover, while participants showed eagerness to engage
more actively in discussions, (4) they hesitated to ask questions due to concerns about interrupting the
flow of conversation or coming across as uninformed. The phase of (5) full contact with the experience
didn’t receive interruptions feedbacks. The participants noted that (6) they would have liked to have the
chance to buy a bottle with a discount. Finally, interruptions to the withdrawal phase (7) have seen
suggestions such as: a walk in the vineyard, the explanation of cultural ties with the local community, and
improvements in lighting and ambiance to enhance the overall wine tasting experience. These feedback s
illustrate the critical importance of careful planning and tailoring experiences to meet the varied needs
and expectations of participants, ultimately contributing to a fully rewarding wine tourism journey.

Conclusion and Future Research

The study identifies problem areas that might spoil and diminish the wine tourism experience as a whole.
These disruptions indicate a need for (a) personalization; (b) clarity; (c) intimacy to have a fuller
experience. Emphasize the need to have an environment that fosters learning, builds self-confidence, and
encourages involvement. These elements create the emotional and sensory aspects of the experience. The
importance of logistics and experience in realizing wine tourism activities is evident. This can help limit
disruption, meet participant expectations, and create more stimulating and memorable experiences.
Benefits include improved customer satisfaction and a deeper connection with cultural and sensory
aspects of wine tourism. The findings provide industry stakeholders with an actionable method to gain
insights and thus enhance their practices and create fulfilling experiences. However, this study is limited
by the small number of participants (15) and one single wine tasting. Future research could supplement
these findings by expanding the participant pool to include a broader and more diverse spectrum of



interviewees and combine these results with data from other wineries or wine tourism sites to increase
validity and applicability.
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