Wine in Small Sips Episode 117 Wine Competitions -- How Wines Are Judged
"Hi! I'm Marc, and welcome back to Wine in Small Sips. Last time, we decoded wine ratings—those numbers that can make or break a wine's reputation.
Today, we're going behind the scenes at wine competitions—where panels of judges taste hundreds of wines and hand out gold medals like Olympic prizes.
Whether you've wondered what that 'Double Gold Medal Winner' sticker actually means, or you're curious how judges can taste 150 wines in a day without their palates going numb, this is your guide to understanding when those shiny awards matter—and when they're just marketing fluff."
So, What Are Wine Competitions?
Wine competitions are organized events where panels of wine professionals taste and score wines, awarding medals and rankings based on quality.
Think of them as the Olympics of wine, except there are hundreds of competitions worldwide, and everyone seems to win something.
Major Competitions:
· Decanter World Wine Awards (London): The world's largest wine competition
· International Wine Challenge (London): Focuses on blind tasting
· San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition: America's largest
· Concours Mondial de Bruxelles: European-based, travels yearly
· New York Wine & Food Festival: High-profile American competition
The Medal System:
· Double Gold: Unanimous excellence from all judges
· Gold: Outstanding quality (usually 90+ points equivalent)
· Silver: Very good wine (85-89 points)
· Bronze: Good wine (80-84 points)
· No Award: Below competition standards
Here's the catch: with so many competitions, almost every decent wine can find a medal somewhere.
Why Should I Care?
Understanding wine competitions helps you separate legitimate quality recognition from marketing gimmicks.
Here's why this matters:
Quality Filter: Legitimate competitions do identify well-made wines, especially in categories you're unfamiliar with.
Value Hunting: Medal winners often offer good quality-to-price ratios, especially silver and bronze medalists.
Marketing Awareness: Knowing how competitions work helps you spot when wineries are overselling minor awards.
Regional Discovery: Competitions often highlight lesser-known regions and producers worth exploring.
Buying Confidence: A medal from a respected competition can give you confidence when trying new wines.
The reality is that medals are helpful indicators, but the competition's reputation and judging standards matter more than the shiny sticker.
How Wine Judging Actually Works
The Setup: Judges (usually Master of Wine, Master Sommeliers, or wine writers) taste wines blind—meaning they know the category and price range, but not the producer or specific wine.
The Process:
· Morning Session: Judges taste 50-80 wines, usually whites and lighter reds
· Afternoon Session: Another 50-80 wines, typically heavier reds
· Scoring: Each judge scores independently, then they discuss and agree on medals
· Re-tasting: Potential gold medal wines get tasted again for confirmation
What Judges Look For:
· Typicity: Does it taste like what it's supposed to be?
· Balance: Are all elements in harmony?
· Quality: Is it well-made without faults?
· Value: Does it deliver quality for its price category?
The Challenge: By wine #100, even professional palates start to fatigue. That's why morning wines sometimes score better than afternoon ones.
Try This: Look for wines that won medals at multiple competitions—that's usually a sign of consistent quality.
Common Competition Tricks
The "Shotgun Strategy" Some wineries enter the same wine in 10+ competitions, hoping to win something somewhere. Eventually, they'll get a medal to put on their label.
The "Rinse and Repeat" Competitions often have multiple categories. A wine might lose in "Premium Chardonnay" but win bronze in "Best Value White Under $15."
The "Timing Game" Some competitions judge wines months before release. A wine might win a medal, then change significantly before you buy it.
The "Home Field Advantage" Regional competitions sometimes favor local wines. A California wine might do better at a Napa competition than a London one.
Pro Tip: Pay attention to the competition's reputation and the judge lineup—a medal from Decanter means more than one from "Bob's Backyard Wine Contest."
Wine Nerd Alert: The Psychology of Wine Judging
Why judges might score differently throughout the day:
Palate Fatigue: After 50 wines, even experts struggle to distinguish subtle differences 
Contrast Effect: A mediocre wine tastes better after several poor ones 
Anchor Bias: The first few wines set expectations for the entire flight 
Decision Fatigue: Judges become more conservative with medals as the day progresses
The Secret: Many competitions now use smaller flights (15-20 wines) and mandatory palate breaks to combat these issues.
Myth Buster: "Gold Medal equals the Best Wine"
The Myth: "A gold medal wine is automatically better than a silver medal wine."
The Truth: Medals reflect performance on one specific day with one specific panel. The same wine could win gold at one competition and silver at another. Plus, judges have personal preferences and off days just like everyone else.
My Rule: "A medal tells you a wine is well-made, but your palate determines if it's right for you."
When Medals Matter (And When They Don't)
✅ Medals Are Helpful When:
· You're exploring unfamiliar regions or grape varieties
· Shopping in a price category you don't know well
· The competition is reputable (Decanter, IWC, San Francisco Chronicle)
· Multiple competitions have recognized the same wine
· You're buying wine for a large group with varied tastes
❌ Skip the Medal Hype When:
· It's from an obscure or pay-to-play competition
· The wine is significantly more expensive than similar bottles
· You already know you dislike that style of wine
· The medal is several years old
· It's the only selling point mentioned
Red Flags:
· Vague awards like "Best Wine in Show" without naming the competition
· Too many medals on one bottle (screams desperation)
· "Award-winning winery" without specific wine medals
· Medals that seem made up ("Gold Medal - Wine Enthusiast Monthly")
Quick Reference Cheat Sheet
Trusted Competitions:
· Decanter World Wine Awards
· International Wine Challenge
· San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition
· Critics Challenge
Medal Shopping Strategy:
· Gold medals: Worth trying if reasonably priced
· Silver medals: Often the best value sweet spot
· Bronze medals: Good everyday wines, usually fair prices
· No medal: Could still be great, just didn't fit competition criteria
On the Next Sip, we're tackling climate change and wine—how rising temperatures are reshaping wine regions and what it means for the bottles in your glass.
Until then, let me know: Do you pay attention to medal stickers when wine shopping, or do you ignore them completely?
Cheers!
