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Overview

Where do sources of bias come from? 

• Physiological

• Psychological/perceptual

• Cognitive

• Social 

• Case study: Judging at the International 
Wine Challenge
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Physiological sources of bias 
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Sensory adaptation

• Decreased sensitivity to a stimulus after repeated exposure

• First wine tastes more sour / alcoholic

• Tannin build-up with red wines
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Sensory adaptation

• Decreased sensitivity to a stimulus after repeated exposure

• First wine tastes more sour / alcoholic

• Tannin build-up with red wines

• In practice: 
• order matters in judging
• palate “warmup”
• Time between tasting
• Water
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Threshold differences

• Genetic varation
• E.g. rotundone, TDN
• Also faults and taints! E.g. TCA, smoke taint, brett, etc. 

• Age
• Reduced smell sensitivity with age 
• Reduced taste sensitivity
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IMPORTANT!

• We all live in our own taste worlds, BUT that doesn’t mean objective 
quality judgement isn’t possible.

• We also experience variations in vision, hearing, etc... 

• But nobody says artists or art critics need to have good sight, or 
musicians/music critics need to have sensitive hearing!
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Perceptual sources of bias 
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Smell and Taste 

• “Smells sweet” – wines with oak, very ripe fruit

• Taste-taste interaction
• Eg. Sweet-sour interaction, acidity and alcohol confusion
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“Can’t tell white from rosé…”
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“can’t tell white from rosé…”
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Intermediate and expert 
drinkers were ”fooled” 
by the food colouring

Or did they actually 
taste the red fruits in 
the fake rosé?
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Sound-Taste Correspondences

Sour or Sweet? 
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Sound-Taste Correspondences
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Sour Sweet

Tempo Fast Slow

Articulation Staccato Legato

Harmony Dissonant Consonant

Pitch High High
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Touch
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Touch
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Wang & Spence, 2018, Int J Gastron Food Sci 



Glass weight ?



Cognitive sources of bias
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Information 

• E.g., price, origin/PDO, producer, etc. 
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Information 

• E.g., price, origin/PDO, producer, etc. 

• Organic, biodynamic, “natural”
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Expertise

• Perceptual learning

• Learning and memory
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Language

• Culturally-specific descriptors: e.g., box 
hedge, fly spray, blackcurrant 

• Language-specific descriptors
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Language

• Culturally-specific descriptors: e.g., box 
hedge, fly spray, blackcurrant 

• Language-specific descriptors
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Social sources of bias

• Ratings, reviews

• Social pressure from other judges? 
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Case study - IWC
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How it works

• Day in the life of a judge
• 80-100 wines per day
• 6-12 wine flights
• Water, bread sticks
• Taste at own pace
• Discuss each flight after

individual assessments are made
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What works? What doesn’t work? 

“More reds are entered than whites, so 
there are more to be tasted. But we would 
never subject our tasters to an 
uninterrupted morning or afternoon of just 
whites, or just reds. We mix them up. A 
flight of whites or rosés after a couple of 
flights of red wakes up palates – and gives 
tasters more energy to carry on with reds 
afterwards.” 
- Charles Metcalfe, IWC co-founder



3 Rounds of judging
1. Round One

• During Round One, wines are subject to initial assessment. They are either marked as 'out,' 
awarded a Commended designation, or advanced to the next round as potential medal 
winners. All wines marked as 'out' or 'Commended' are re-tasted by the IWC Co-Chairs to 
confirm the mark. Wines deemed eligible may be re-entered into Round Two for further 
evaluation.

2. Round Two

• Round Two involves a more detailed assessment, where wines are marked as 'out,' awarded a 
Commended designation, or distinguished with Gold, Silver, or Bronze medals. Points are also 
assigned to the wines at this stage. The IWC Co-Chairs re-taste all wines to ensure the accuracy 
and consistency of the results.

3. Trophy Tasting

• Exceptional wines that receive Gold medals progress to the Trophy judging stage. Here, Regional 
and National Trophies are conferred. All Trophy-winning wines undergo a final evaluation by the 
IWC Co-Chairs, who award the prestigious Champion Wine Trophies.
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