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Survey Report: Employment Trends

When the Wine is Plentiful and
the Job Market is Tight
Survey highlights struggles for employers to appropriately fill positions
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a challenging environment for employers
seeking to fill open or new positions with candidates who can contribute to
the continued growth and success of the business. The laws of supply and
demand are apparent in the job market, and many wineries have experienced
a short supply of qualified candidates as their hiring demands have increased.
Given the unemployment rate of 4.2 percent in Napa and 4.1 percent in
Sonoma, human resources professionals are, more than ever, looking for
creative approaches to reinvigorate their recruiting model—and they are not
alone. Mirroring the national unemployment rate of 5 percent (Source: US
Dept. of Labor), 2016 was a year of growth and low unemployment in other
wine-growing regions as well. The unemployment rates as of August 2016 in
other states were: Washington, 5.7 percent; Oregon, 5.4 percent; Texas, 4.7
percent; New York, 4.8 percent, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
To learn more about employment trends in the wine industry, The
Personnel Perspective, a Santa Rosa, California-based HR consulting,
training and recruiting firm, conducted its first annual survey of more
than 100 wineries in Napa and Sonoma counties at the beginning of the
2016 harvest.
Of the Napa and Sonoma wineries surveyed, 61 percent responded that
they were adding new jobs, compared to 35 percent that were remaining the
same size. It was reported by nearly 40 percent of the respondents that the
top hiring challenges were in finding qualified candidates, and 30 percent
highlighted a shortage of workers in general. Administrative, vineyard and
seasonal harvest worker positions were equally challenging to fill, as reported
by 13 percent of the respondents. Most notably, maintenance positions at
some wineries remain unfilled for upwards of six months, and recruiting
is especially difficult as skilled mechanics and maintenance workers seek a
lower cost of living outside of the North Bay.
The traditional pipeline of extended family members across generations
has dramatically decreased as current vineyard workers are aging out and
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the children of the vineyard workers are seeking higher education and/or
jobs outside of agriculture. The possibility of hiring agricultural workers by
sponsoring them with H-2A visas works well for some wineries and vineyard
management companies. Although there are ways to comply with the regulations, recruitment and housing requirements, the housing market in Napa
and Sonoma makes the prospect of housing workers cost-prohibitive. Some
vineyard management companies have sought immigrant labor and found
alternative housing by buying old hotels or leasing county fairgrounds. The
best run facilities function like a supervised summer camp—including
curfews, no women or alcohol allowed, and three meals a day are provided.
The Department of Labor website has an extensive list of employers using
the H-2A visa program, and it is expected that the program will be expanded
as the regulations are modified to allow for more workers to enter the
country. (Editor’s note: For more information on the H-2A visa program,
read “Growers Showing Interest in H-2A Visa Program” in the December
2016 issue of Wine Business Monthly.)
In New York state, the New York Wine Growers Foundation reports
that the H-2A visa program is not a simple one to embark upon, but has
become even more necessary in areas, such as the Finger Lakes region, in
order to attract migrant labor. Most of the wineries have employed vineyard
management companies for their seasonal needs, but the wineries still feel
they are under intense scrutiny by the state and federal agencies that oversee
the visa program, as much as the vineyard management companies. Less of a
crisis in New York is hiring in the hospitality departments as this sector of the
service industry is fast-growing and more academic institutions are offering
two- and four-year hospitality programs, thereby increasing the pipeline of
qualified candidates for wineries.
In Washington state, vineyard management companies are only now
beginning to emerge to service the smaller wineries. Graduates of the viticulture program at Washington State University and Walla Walla Community
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College are finding a niche in establishing vineyard management companies
and targeting the emerging market of wineries under 50,000 cases. Some of
the smaller wineries have been managing their seasonal workforce by hiring
from the apple sector of the agricultural industry, but even so, the job market
for seasonal workers has become as competitive as in California. Oregon has
not had as serious a crunch with vineyard workers and has more low-cost
housing available for H-2A visa workers.
By contrast, hiring in the tasting room is a challenge in both Oregon and
Washington states. The hospitality program at Washington State University
has recently started providing a pipeline of DTC candidates. Currently, 20
to 25 students are graduating from the hospitality program and are being
hired by Woodinville and Walla Walla wineries. These wineries understand
the gravitational pull for wine studies graduates seeking to move to Napa and
Sonoma, and this has also contributed to a limited pool of candidates.

Finding DTC-facing Employees
Some wineries that have global reach, such as Constellation Brands and
Jackson Family Wines, are able to provide more opportunities for lateral
moves and advancement through the ranks, and were more optimistic
about retaining talent over a longer period of time. Almost 36 percent of
the wineries surveyed are faced with the perennial challenge of providing
opportunity for advancement as a means of retaining good employees.
Many wineries require their employees to do more and work longer hours to
achieve goals and objectives. This is especially true at smaller wineries, and
an employee’s development needs and aspirations are often not acknowledged, not for lack of will but for lack of resources.
Millennial employees present a particular challenge for wineries that still
retain a traditional work environment. According to an AARP report on
Leading a Multigenerational Workforce1, recruiting and retaining Millennials
requires connecting them with an outstanding peer in the workforce, who can
talk to the candidate about the company, providing flexibility to allow them
to pursue their many outside interests, getting them involved in meaningful
volunteer efforts, as well as using their capability to access and share information quickly. Although this generation is the most technologically aware
generation to-date, the wine industry still discourages working remotely from
home, offering flexible hours or taking an incubator approach to generating
new ideas for continuous improvement, no matter the proximity and influence
of the high-tech environment in the San Francisco Bay Area.
Contrary to the myth that “Millennials have a sense of entitlement and
want opportunities handed to them,” the reality is that a “major survey of
U.S. employees revealed that Millennials have an entrepreneurial spirit that
makes them self-reliant.”2 Many wineries have had and will continue to face
challenges in responding to the needs of the Millennial generation.
The most difficult area within a winery for finding qualified candidates,
reported by almost 28 percent of the respondents, is in DTC, whether in
management or a staff position, full-time or part-time in the tasting salon,
wine club or back-bar operations. For some wineries, hiring part-time tasting
room staff means the staff is not only pouring the wine but also learning
the POS system and completing administrative tasks during slow periods.
It has been reported by some wineries that many retirees seeking a tasting
room position see it more as a social activity and are not inclined to embrace
administrative duties, preferring their employment to be more about relationship-selling by taking the time to get to know their guests and buying
preferences. By contrast, the Millennials appear to look for a more fast-paced
environment to grow their skills and continue their career advancement. The
ideal tasting room staff might be the entry-level tasting room associate who
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is seeking a long-term career and still has a lot to learn and the retired Baby
Boomer who has life experience, maturity and an ability to quickly establish
rapport and generate sales.
Messina Hof Winery & Resort in Bryan, Texas has a complex operation
with a bed and breakfast, restaurant, tasting room and wine bar on property
and hires experienced workers and college students. Given their proximity
to Texas A & M in College Station, the winery has an evergreen pipeline of
part-time staff, who will often work for the four or more years of their college
studies. At their other winery and tasting room locations in Fredericksburg
and Grapevine, their proximity to metropolitan areas, such as Houston,
Austin, Dallas and Fort Worth, make it even less challenging to find staff for
open positions.
Again, the world of DTC takes the greatest hit with the highest rate of
turnover, according to 44 percent of the respondents, and it appears that
some wineries churn and burn through staff that migrate to other wineries.
Over the last five years, almost 60 percent of the respondents stated that the
average length of employment for new hires was two to three years; 40 percent
reported only four to five years on average. The turnover can sometimes be
attributed to hiring the wrong person. However, a winery can increase its
chances of longer staff tenure by analyzing its screening, interviewing and
onboarding practices and allowing ample time for the hiring process to be
done right.
Other than cash and/or non-cash awards for five, 10 or 15+ years of
service, one Napa winery developed a loyalty bonus program to generously
compensate employees with a percentage of their annual salary based on
years of service over five years. One-third of the winery’s workforce has been
employed less than three years, and the effectiveness of the Loyalty Bonus
program has yet to be tested. However, this creative approach is needed in
order to attract desired workers. A retention bonus is also being offered
to seasonal workers who complete the season and more robust financial
rewards are being offered through an Employee Referral Program. For some
wineries, like Silver Oak, Twomey Cellars and Wilson Artisan Wines, this
type of program remains the best way to recruit, and higher cash rewards are
being introduced to generate more referrals. This, and even more creative
approaches to enhancing the Employee Referral Programs, is becoming an
emerging trend.
Other creative recruiting efforts include blitz days when hiring managers
visit retail, hotel and restaurant locations and engage with hospitality staff
to identify high-potential talent and invite them to the winery for an interview. Other strategies include internal job postings and enlisting current
staff to be front-line recruiters in the tasting room and engage with guests
to get the word out that the winery is hiring, improving website content and
even attaching a link showing a video of employees sharing why they love
working at the winery or adding a recorded podcast describing the position
and the company.

Retaining Employees
So, what is the magic bullet for keeping rockstar employees engaged and
staying for five or more years? The answers reveal that employees want higher
compensation and benefits (28 percent), increased training (22 percent) and
perks that are similar to those offered in the high-tech world (18 percent). This
is especially challenging given the traditional work environment at wineries.
There is also a continuing need to control costs and manage expectations,
and the prospect of wineries choosing to replicate the generous and often
unorthodox perks in a technology workplace is not realistic. We all know the
popularity of winery dogs as mascots, but allowing all employees to bring
their dogs to work and offering game rooms, free rides to work, free gourmet
lunches, dinners and snacks on a daily basis and a multitude of concierge
services is not the way of the winery world.
While the survey results indicated a less than optimistic outlook for
attracting and retaining qualified employees in the wine industry in the immediate future, the reality is that wineries are still a desirable place to work. The
message should always be: “We are hiring, and we are an employer of choice,”
especially for graduates of wine business programs, who are willing to make
the commitment to embark on a rewarding career path in either winemaking,
marketing, sales, finance or human resources. Francis Ford Coppola Winery
in Geyserville, California, starts earlier by partnering with a local high school
and offers internships every year to gain work experience and familiarity with
winery operations. The more talented and driven students are often offered
full-time or part-time employment after graduation.
At Blue Ostrich Winery, a boutique winery located 90 minutes from
Dallas/Fort Worth in the Red River Valley and 30 minutes from the closest
grocery store, attracting talent prompted them to launch a social media
campaign to “Be Part of the Blue Ostrich Team.” The winery ownership
believes that once an employee leaves their home, they are on the winery’s
dime. The employees are paid for their travel time, gain wine education and
POS expertise through training on the job and go home every night with a
bottle of wine. The owners strongly believe that employees must be treated
like family to gain their loyalty. They also offer a flexible weekend schedule
for those who don’t want to work every Saturday.
The wine industry has always been known for talented and passionate
individuals moving from one winery to another as the individual’s career
evolves and making their mark wherever they go. An organization is best
served by injecting new blood into the workforce that promotes new ideas
as much as the organization should recognize, reward and promote high
potential. A consistent theme in the survey is that training and development
are integral to a retention strategy that seeks to improve the quality of staff,
higher levels of competency, loyalty and motivation.

What to Expect in 2017
With unemployment expected to remain low across the nation and the
economy expected to stay strong, it is anticipated that the same hiring challenges will be felt again in 2017. Employers who can differentiate themselves
through their brand and culture will have a leg up in recruiting. Developing
career paths and clearly articulating opportunities for growth will assist in
retention of existing employees and attracting new employees. WBM
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