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Naked Wines         

 

The wine world is being set alight by a new online retailer whose innovative 

approach is finding favour with independent Kiwi winemakers.  
 

Launched in 2008, Naked Wines is revolutionising the way wine is financed, made and sold. 

Every day, the company ships 25,000 bottles of wine across the UK, US and Australia to 

‘Angels’ as they’re named; customers who by buying wine are helping to fund independent 

winemakers. 

 

It’s a model that takes a bit of getting your head around.  In simple terms, it works like this:  

Customers (Angels) commit to spending a certain amount on wine every month.  In 

Australia, this is $40 and with 26,000 Angels, that’s a significant investment pool.   The 

money is then used by Naked Wines to support its portfolio of chosen independent 

winemakers from around the world, funding their businesses from pre-production through 

to shipping.   

 

In return, Angels gain benefits including better pricing, early release offers and a direct line 

to communicate with the winemakers and growers they have backed.  It’s a model that cuts 

out the middle man, wine store and supermarket.   

 

And it’s putting the power fairly and squarely into the hands of the consumer.  By way of 

constant interaction, ratings and feedback online, the Naked Wines customer ultimately 

dictates what wines will be made. 

 

“The wine industry is going through what the food industry went through a few years ago. 

The restaurants are no longer important.  It's the chef. The winemaker becomes the reason 

people shop, rather than the winery, the brand or the label,” says Naked Wines Australian 

managing director Luke Jecks. 

 

And it’s working.  According to a recent article in The Telegraph*, Naked Wines has doubled 

its profits, reporting record sales of £5m a month as its wine Angel network swells to 

220,000 armchair investors.  And the company has over £25m invested in more than 130 

winemakers through that network. 
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Hawke’s Bay Winegrowers’ executive officer James Medina is sure the model will make it to 

New Zealand.   

“I think that Naked Wines with its crowd sourcing, social community and disintermediation 

model is well positioned to take advantage of market dynamics in New Zealand.  This is 

based on the fact that the majority of sales go through the duopoly supermarket channel 

and consumers seek value and choice.  The technology is scalable and centralised 

distribution is a low barrier to entry,” says James. 

It’s a business that enables consumers to finance production of wines they actually want to 

drink and that works for Hawke’s Bay winemaker Rod Easthope, who’s eponymously named 

wines are funded by Naked Wines. 

 

Rod is one of three New Zealand winemakers on an exclusive production and supply deal 

with Naked Wines, the other two being Bill and Claudia Small, and Mike Paterson, all from 

Marlborough.   

 

This is Rod’s third vintage exclusively supplying the company with Hawke’s Bay Sauvignon 

Blanc, Pinot Gris, Merlot and Syrah, and Martinborough and Central Otago Pinot Noirs.     

 

“The way Naked Wines works is a natural progression and extension of the ‘indie’ 

movement and the avoidance of big brands,” says Rod.   “It works rather like Trip Advisor – 

the consumer rates your wines, which creates the demand (or not).  They dictate what is 

made and when.  Power is removed from agents, wine writers and sommeliers and put back 

in the hands of the consumer, where it should be.” 

 

Naked Wines is very selective about which winemakers it funds, saying it is “looking for the 

names behind the big brands”.  The company approached Rod when he was heading the 

winemaking team at Craggy Range, aware of his wines through tasting events in the UK. 

 

“It was a straightforward process,” says Rod.  “We put a cash-flow plan together of what I 

needed to create my own wines, from pre-production to the final bottling and labelling.  

They funded the whole setup, which eliminated any financial burden for me.  The 

agreement also allows flexible relationships with contractors so I still have control at all 

stages of the process.   

 

“In return, they get great wine at virtually cost.  I earn commission on wine sold, so it’s a 

win-win.  I’m not sure how you could possibly set up a winemaking business without this 

backing,” he says.  
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Rod says he is able to retain his integrity as an independent winemaker in the exclusive deal 

with Naked Wines, although he acknowledges there is a balance between integrity and 

pleasing the Angels.   

 

“You still have to sell your wine,” he adds.  “But Naked Wines is also happy to take smaller 

parcels of other wines and doesn’t dictate styles or what to make.  So we can keep indulging 

ourselves and keep evolving as winemakers. 

 

“Naked Wines’ direct-to-consumer sales model has taught me a lot.  The consumer is 

empowered and you get to talk to them directly.  After all, they are the ones drinking your 

wine.” 

 

Communication between winemakers and the public is a contractual requirement by Naked 

Wines and it’s a discipline Rod is coming to enjoy.  “It’s been a learning curve, but I’ve come 

to love talking with the customers and their feedback is a great way to start a day.  They’re 

sincere, interested and honest.  Often themes come through about a particular wine that in 

turn informs my winemaking.  It’s consumer feedback en masse.” 

 

Emma Lowe from Monowai Estate has a non-exclusive supply deal with Naked Wines.  

Although the model appeals and it would ensure staggered funding from planting to 

production, Emma has elected not to be customer-funded, opting to treat Naked Wines as 

one of the winery’s many distributors.  Although they take a significant amount of the 

boutique winery’s Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, Emma has other markets for the other three 

varietals.  

 

“It’s quite risky in business terms to put all your eggs in one basket.  So we’ve opted to 

spread our risk,” she explains.   

 

Rod doesn’t see the exclusivity aspect as a risk, nor the relative newness of the concept and 

the company.  Having visited Naked’s head office in Norwich, he was impressed with the 

energy of the young and dynamic staff whose “binary approach” and “give it a go” attitude 

means the business is always reactive, always exploring new ways of talking to their 

customers. 

 

“Although its business is internet based, Naked Wines uses very traditional forms of 

marketing including mail drops and vouchers.  And they get a huge uptake.  Experimenting 

with different marketing ideas and being reactive means if something doesn’t work, they 

can change direction quickly.” 
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Naked Wines runs an annual promotional tour; 40 winemakers in a bus visiting 12 cities in as 

many days.  At each city a consumer tasting event is held, at which between 200 and 1000 

people attend.   

“It’s a great gauge of what’s actually going on out there.  And it’s an opportunity to meet 

winemakers from around the globe,” says Rod.   

 

Whether Naked Wines reaches New Zealand shores remains to be seen.  But in its current 

locations the company is growing rapidly and proving itself as a retail force to be reckoned 

with.  Naked Wines’ strength lies in its ability to cut out the middle man, giving its customers 

not only pretty sharp deals, but a direct line to its winemakers.  And all the while, enabling 

boutique, independent winemakers to do what they do best; make wine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*The Telegraph, UK, 4 July 2014. 
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