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Abstract

The wine industry has long been shaped by the concept of terroir, emphasizing
the influence of geographical and environmental factors on wine quality. However,
increasing globalization, climate change, and shifting consumer preferences have
challenged traditional business models that strictly adhere to terroir-based
production. This paper examines alternative growth strategies for boutique
wineries that seek to reduce their dependency on terroir while ensuring long-term
sustainability. Using the case study of Snow River Winery in Higashikawa,
Hokkaido, Japan, this research highlights how regulatory engagement, supply
chain diversification, and innovative marketing strategies contribute to a flexible
and resilient business model. The findings suggest that while terroir remains an
important factor in wine branding, a more adaptable approach that leverages both
regional and external resources can enhance competitiveness. By exploring the
intersections of government policy, economic sustainability, and production
strategies, this study provides insights for boutique wineries navigating the

challenges of the contemporary global wine market.
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Background

The global wine industry has experienced substantial changes over the past few
decades, driven by multiple factors including climate change, shifts in trade
policies, and rapidly evolving consumer tastes (Anderson, 2003). Climate change,
in particular, has given rise to altered weather patterns, thereby influencing grape-
growing regions in terms of temperature ranges, precipitation levels, and the
frequency of extreme weather events (Van Leeuwen & Darriet, 2016). These
environmental shifts can directly impact wine grape quality and yield, prompting
winemakers to explore more adaptive strategies to ensure consistent production

and profitability.

Traditionally, terroir—the unique interplay of environmental characteristics such
as soil composition, local climate, and cultural winemaking practices—has served
as a cornerstone of wine identity and branding (Van Leeuwen & Seguin, 2006).
Many established wine regions leverage their historical reputations, underpinned
by terroir-based appellations, to capture premium markets. However, for
emerging boutique wineries that lack a long-standing regional heritage,
competing with renowned terroir-centric appellations becomes a formidable

challenge.

Consumer preferences continue to broaden as well, fueled by global distribution
networks, the rise of e-commerce, and an increasing focus on sustainability
(Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). Younger generations, in particular, place greater
emphasis on eco-friendly production methods, transparent sourcing, and
engaging narratives about producers and their values. As recent research indicates,
highlighting the personal dimension of a producer can enhance a product’s
perceived value (Fuchs, Kaiser, Schreier, & van Osselaer, 2022). In response to
these pressures, boutique wineries are exploring innovative ways to position

themselves in the market while ensuring long-term viability.

Traditionally, the “domaine” model—where vineyards are owned and fully
controlled by the winery—has been revered for its perceived authenticity and
direct terroir expression, while the “negociant” model of sourcing grapes or bulk
wine externally has historically been viewed with skepticism. Nonetheless, the
global wine market has evolved in a manner that increasingly challenges the

exclusivity of the domaine approach, paving the way for alternative practices.
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This paper examines how boutique wineries can craft a resilient business strategy
that does not overly depend on terroir. Through an in-depth case study of Snow
River Wines in Hokkaido, Japan, we explore the firm’s decisions regarding raw
material sourcing, marketing, regulatory advocacy, and international expansion.
The research offers insights into how smaller producers might balance
authenticity with operational flexibility, ultimately enhancing their long-term

competitiveness.

Research Question

This study investigates the strategic models that enable boutique wineries to
achieve sustainable growth without relying exclusively on terroir for brand identity.
Specifically, it focuses on how Snow River Wines in Hokkaido, Japan, structures
its operations to leverage local resources judiciously while also mitigating climatic
and regulatory risks. By analyzing the winery’s decisions surrounding grape
procurement, marketing communications, government engagement, and product
diversification, we aim to determine whether similar approaches could benefit
other small-scale producers in emerging wine regions. This inquiry further
considers how personalized narratives around producers and multi-channel
customer engagement can shape consumer perceptions (Fuchs et al., 2022;
Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

Regulatory and Agricultural Policy Landscape in Japan

Regulatory Environment

Wine production in Japan operates under distinct regulations, primarily enforced
by the National Tax Agency (NTA), which has historically imposed minimum
production volume requirements (Anderson, 2003). These regulations, though
intended to maintain quality standards and streamline tax collection, have created
barriers to entry for small-scale producers. Recognizing the need to revitalize
regional economies and encourage innovation, the Japanese government
introduced the “Wine Special Zone” system, enabling designated municipalities
to relax certain restrictions. Snow River Wines played a key role in advocating for
Higashikawa’s recognition as a Wine Special Zone, thereby securing more

favorable conditions for small-scale winemaking.
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Agricultural policy in Japan also tends to prioritize staple crops such as rice, which
has deep cultural and economic significance. Consequently, viticulture often
receives less support, and prospective vintners must navigate complex land-use
regulations that can inhibit vineyard expansion. In Hokkaido, for instance,
restrictions on land acquisition make it difficult for new entrants to secure
adequate acreage, contrasting with Old World regions where vineyards have often
been inherited over generations. This challenging environment underscores the
importance of governmental engagement and policy advocacy in establishing a

foothold within Japan’s wine industry.

Regional Revitalization Policies

Rural depopulation remains a serious issue in many parts of Japan, prompting
local governments to implement a range of incentives aimed at drawing
newcomers and fostering economic vitality. One such initiative is the Chiiki
Okoshi Kyoryokutai (Community Revitalization Corps) program, which supports
individuals relocating to rural areas by offering financial grants, logistical
assistance, and access to local networks. Snow River Wines utilized this program
to mitigate some of the financial risks associated with launching a winery,

including land costs, equipment purchases, and staffing.

Moreover, municipalities like Higashikawa have embraced a collaborative
approach to industrial development. By facilitating connections between wineries,
agricultural experts, and research institutions, local governments help share best
practices and create a supportive community for new businesses. Snow River
Wines’ success in integrating into this network highlights how public-private

collaboration can accelerate the growth of emerging wine regions.

The Business Strategy of Snow River Wines

Diversification of Raw Material Procurement

Snow River Wines takes a multifaceted approach to raw material sourcing,
diverging from the traditional boutique model that relies almost exclusively on
local grapes. While the winery maintains relationships with growers in
Higashikawa to preserve a local identity, it also sources grapes from other Japanese
regions and from the Southern Hemisphere, taking advantage of counter-seasonal

harvests (Mosedale et al., 2016). This geographic diversity reduces the financial
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risks posed by climate volatility and local supply disruptions, while simultaneously

expanding the winery’s product range to accommodate varied consumer tastes.

By working with multiple suppliers and experimenting with diverse grape varieties,
Snow River Wines positions itself as an innovative player in a market that values
both tradition and novelty. This approach balances the charm of local authenticity
with the strategic benefits of global sourcing, aligning with an industry landscape

where flexibility and resilience are increasingly critical.

Leveraging Governmental Support

Snow River Wines’ founders have strategically engaged with policy frameworks to
drive business growth. Their advocacy efforts for Higashikawa’s Wine Special
Zone designation enabled the winery to circumvent restrictive production quotas,
allowing more freedom to scale operations progressively. Concurrently,
participation in the Community Revitalization Corps program provided both
financial and logistical advantages, easing the initial burdens of land acquisition,

facility setup, and staffing.

In addition to these tangible benefits, visible alignment with government-led
initiatives has helped Snow River Wines foster goodwill among local residents and
potential collaborators. Positioning the winery as a partner in local economic
development reinforces community support, thereby strengthening its reputation
in Hokkaido and beyond.

Innovative Marketing Strategy and Storytelling

Snow River Wines’ marketing approach departs from the conventional emphasis
on terroir and regional identity. Instead, it spotlights the founder’s character and
the incremental process of building a viable business model—an atypical narrative
in an industry heavily influenced by centuries-old traditions. Research
demonstrates that making producers more “personal” can enhance perceived
value and foster consumer connection (Fuchs et al., 2022). Snow River Wines
applies this insight by featuring the founder’s background prominently across
multiple communication channels (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), including both
owned media (e.g., the winery’s website, social media) and external platforms,

such as the corporate website of the network equipment manufacturer where the
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founder once worked. There, a serialized story chronicles the real-time evolution
of a startup enterprise, detailing the challenges and breakthroughs that have

shaped the winery’s trajectory.

One of the most striking examples of this approach is the winery’s use of
generative Al (Stable Diffusion) to design its wine labels. While traditional wine
culture often centers on artisanal craftsmanship for label design, Snow River
Wines embraces forward-looking technology to convey an image of innovation.
This tactic not only differentiates the winery from more traditional competitors
but also underscores its identity as a dynamic startup—one that merges creativity,
technology, and entrepreneurship. Crowdfunding campaigns further amplify this
message, turning supporters into brand ambassadors who follow and promote the

winery’s unfolding narrative (Todd, McIntyre, & Moore, 2017).

By weaving these elements together, Snow River Wines effectively positions itself
as a cutting-edge venture rather than a conventional boutique winery. This multi-
channel storytelling approach extends beyond standard marketing tactics; as
previous research indicates, providing a compelling narrative can enhance
consumers’ perceived value of the product itself (Mora & Livat, 2013). In this way,
Snow River Wines broadens its appeal to tech-savvy consumers and startup-
focused stakeholders intrigued by new business models, fostering a sense of

collective participation in the brand’s journey and reinforcing consumer loyalty.

Sustainable Growth Strategy

Snow River Wines' long-term sustainability strategy merges these diverse
components—global grape sourcing, governmental partnerships, and innovative
marketing—to ensure stable growth in a rapidly evolving market (Anderson,
2021). By blending local and externally sourced inputs, the winery avoids
overreliance on any single terroir, mitigating risks related to environmental
fluctuations or regional regulatory changes. International collaborations and
counter-seasonal production cycles further bolster operational resilience, while

also positioning the brand on a global stage.

Moreover, the winery’s deliberate focus on sustainability resonates with consumer
demands for responsible business practices. Whether through climate-conscious

sourcing or transparent storytelling about its operational processes, Snow River
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Wines aligns itself with an emerging cohort of ethically and environmentally
minded consumers. This broader strategic coherence—encompassing economic
viability, environmental care, and social engagement—distinguishes Snow River
Wines from traditional competitors and reinforces its potential for long-term

SUCCESS.

Conclusion

This paper has examined how boutique wineries can achieve sustainable growth
by minimizing dependence on terroir, using Snow River Wines in Hokkaido, Japan,
as a detailed case study. The findings suggest that smaller producers can leverage
a multi-pronged strategy involving regulatory advocacy, diversified sourcing, and
distinctive, personalized storytelling to compete in an industry historically
dominated by established terroir-centric models. Snow River Wines’ approach
underscores the potential for innovation, both in the vineyard and in branding

tactics, to reshape consumer expectations of what a boutique winery can offer.

While terroir remains an essential concept that will continue to influence wine
identity and perception, this case illustrates that a flexible, founder-driven
narrative combined with cutting-edge technology and multi-channel engagement
can broaden market reach and fortify resilience (Fuchs et al., 2022; Lemon &
Verhoef, 2016). Future research should investigate the scalability of such
strategies across different regulatory and cultural landscapes, as well as assess the
long-term impact on regional wine industry dynamics. For now, Snow River Wines
stands as an instructive example of how boutique wineries might harness diverse
resources and personalized narratives to thrive in the face of changing climates

and consumer demands.
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