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Communicating wine style to consumers crossing 
language and cultural barriers

Dr Jeanne Brand
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Crossing language barriers

• South Africa a diverse population

• Rich cultural heritage

• Eleven official languages

• Many more dialects
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Why? Everyone understands English

• Communication and understanding = more than language

• Culture plays a big role

• Concept or product absent in a culture = no vocabulary in related language

• In the wine consumption context:

• Sensory experience is crucial to relate

• Both a cultural and language barrier to be crossed
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“Translating” the current terminology

• Direct translation

• Inefficient

• Cultural language relations lost

• Refer back to perception and description

Perception

Description

Understand

Ownership

Ambassador
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Envisaged impact

Connect to 
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Further 
transformative 

thinking
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Xhosa

Shona

Zulu

STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY CHENIN BLANC ASSOCIATION – SOUTH AFRICA

Enhancing consumers’ taste experience of Chenin 
Blanc wine crossing language barriers
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The main aim was to increase:
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Partnership

SA wine 
industry

Academia

Funders

Producing 

Cellars

Sommeliers

CBA

Winetech

DSI

Designing an inclusive approach
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Outcomes and limitations

• Outcomes:

• Positive feedback

• Chenin Blanc wheels in isiXhosa; isiZulu and Shona

• Limitations:

• Sommeliers already trained in wine description in English

• Many have training from France

• Only one cultivar

• Process to develop a lexicon

• Tedious, time-consuming

• Experts in linguistics, wine sensory analysis
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“Traditional” English 
and French wine 

descriptors

Native South African 
language wine 

descriptors

Consumer liking
Expert quality ratings

Investigating AI tools to predict consumer liking 

NLP as a data extraction/consolidation/exploration tool

Creating AI recommendation systems 

Creating AI tools to improve consumer inclusivity 
using an African language wine lexicon
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Tasting layout

P
a
n
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ls • Experts

• Professionals

• Sommeliers

• Winemakers

• Consumers

• Gen-Z

• 1st language 
speakers

W
in

e
s • Six wines /cultivar 

• South African

• Diverse styles

• Selected by 
expert panel

• Represent known 
cultivar space

T
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g
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d • Blind tasting

• Separate sessions
• Xhosa

• Zulu

• Shona (Chenin)

• Sotho

• Aroma description

• Free listing in own 
words

• Native language
• “associations from 

where you grew up.”
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Data analysis approach

Capture descriptions

Extract aroma descriptors

Combine synonyms 

Categorise terms

Translate concepts to English

Compare language groups’ descriptors  

Interpret differences in terms of culture and region
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Regional and cultural uniqueness

• Similar terms to English were observed

• Fruits: peach, pear, lemon, pineapple, guava ….

• Oak, vanilla, nuts, herbs ….

• Regional and cultural uniqueness

• Xhosa: wild ripe plum, prickly pear

• Zulu: sugar cane

• Shona: marula

• All languages: traditional beer, pap, native grains

SHONA
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Feedback from the participants

“Thank you for the invite!  This was an eye opener to our natives. It will invite and introduce wine in a different spectrum to many 
Xhosa speaking. – Xhosa participant” 

“Very insightful, informative, relevant, innovative and exciting project to be part of!” – Xhosa participant

“What a fantastic experience especially the recognition of Xhosa and to let us engage.” – Xhosa participant 

“I'm thrilled to be part of this ground breaking project by the Chenin Blanc Association. Thank you CBA for starting the CB 
aroma wheel in isiZulu. You have my full support.” – Zulu participant

“This project will add value to understanding the wine better for the Zulu consumers. Upon discussing some terms, we came 
to realise that some words will resonate much better with Zulu speakers. This project will also help in providing context to 
these aromas.” – Zulu participant 

“This marks an important phase in expansion and growth of the wine industry as we embrace diversity of cultures and heritage in 
fostering a more approachable and different way of appreciating and learning wine.” – Shona participant 
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Xhosa
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Zulu
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Shona
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What did we learn so far?

• Language and culture are intertwined

• Language is dynamic and mobile

• Language has power

• Shows respect

• Improves inclusivity

• Initiates ownership 

• Language is just one aspect

• Visual communication NB!

• Data capturing, visualisation and availability
• Integrated, real-time feedback is necessary
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The future

Larger scale and wider industry collaborations

Wider interdisciplinary academic research

Investigation into extrinsics on e.g labels

Optimised workflows and research strategies
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“Traditional” English 
and French wine 

descriptors

Native South African 
language wine 

descriptors

Consumer liking
Expert quality ratings

Investigating AI tools to predict consumer liking 

NLP as a data extraction/consolidation/exploration tool

Creating AI recommendation systems 

Creating AI tools to improve consumer inclusivity 
using an African language wine lexicon
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Thank you
Enkosi
Dankie
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