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Kerry:   Welcome back to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. 

I’m your host, Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thanks for listening. 
  
 Before we get started, I just wanted to remind you that if you like what you hear 

on Marketing Smarts, or even if you don’t, we encourage you to post your review 
on iTunes, or a comment on our website, or you can reach out to me directly on 
Twitter @kerrygorgone. 

 
Today on Marketing Smarts, Michael Houlihan and Bonnie Harvey tell us how 
they founded Barefoot Wines in a laundry room, and grew it into one of the 
largest wine brands in the United States. Their book, The Barefoot Spirit, 
chronicles their business adventure and has spent eight weeks on the New York 
Times’ Bestseller List for business paperbacks. 
 
We’re pleased to have them with us today.  Michael, Bonnie, thank you for 
joining us. 
 

Bonnie: It’s our pleasure. Thank you. 
 
Kerry: Tell me about yourselves. Were you always into wine? 
 
Bonnie: Actually, we haven’t always been into wine. In fact, I was intimidated by wine 

when we started in the mid-80s. I didn’t drink much of it; I didn’t know how to 
pronounce the names on the labels. I don’t speak French, so I was not much of a 
wine drinker at all, to tell you the truth. 

 
Kerry: What about you, Michael? 
 
Michael: Well, we weren’t big wine drinkers, but we did love the wine country, and I guess 

that’s how we got mixed up in the whole cockamamie business to start with. It’s a 
very interesting business; multiple levels, lots of laws in different states, and what 
have you.  

 
 We love wine today and we have a big wine cellar and everything else, but this 

was 25–30 years ago, and people forget that in those days, we had five times 
more beer drinkers than wine drinkers in the United States. 

 
Kerry: That’s interesting. What, in your experience driving through wine country, made 

you think that you could make a new, exciting wine that would lure people away 
from beer? 

 
Michael: We fell into the business backwards.  
 

http://www.thebarefootspirit.com/
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Bonnie: Michael and I were both business consultants here in the wine country, and I had 
a client who was a grape grower. He had one winery that had not paid him in 
three years for his grapes. It was a considerable amount of money. I asked 
Michael if he could go in and collect the funds, or see what he could do, and he 
went to the winery and he found out that they were in the process of going 
bankrupt, so it did not look very good for my client. 

 
 Michael was able to negotiate a trade for bulk wine and bottling services. That’s 

how we started off. I started doing the research for compliance and bottling 
supplies to make it happen. Michael went into the marketplace to see what was 
needed with regard to the distributors and the chain-store buyers, and what kind 
of a label we might design. 

 
 After about four months of both of us doing research, my client said, “Well, I have 

a full-time job as a wine maker in addition to having a vineyard that I’m 
managing, and I can’t take over another business of marketing and selling a 
brand.” So Michael and I said, “I guess we’ll do it then.” So we assumed the debt 
and we also took the bottling services and the bulk wine and, boom, we were in 
the wine industry. 

 
Kerry: You muscled your way in. 
 
Bonnie:  Yes. It was a big surprise to us, to tell you the truth. 
 
Michael: We actually kind of blundered our way into it. I think what’s interesting, and I 

thing the takeaway here is, because we were outsiders, we wound up 
revolutionizing the wine business. You have to remember, it was staid and very 
isolated and insulated in those days, very exclusive.  

 
 Barefoot was very fun and very inclusive, so we made that change because we 

didn’t know that we couldn’t. We figured, “What’s wrong with the wine business? 
Well, neither one of us like wine.” That was one thing wrong with it. Then we 
thought, “Why don’t we?” It was because of the attitude of the wineries in those 
days, and we felt intimidated by it. 

 
 We decided to come up with an entirely different approach to wine; much 

friendlier and much more inclusive. 
 
Kerry: Let’s start with the name. Where did Barefoot come from? 
 
Bonnie: When Michael went out to see what the chain stores wanted, he asked the wine 

buyer for the largest chain store in California. What he had said, the advice 
Michael was given was that he should have a label that was easy to pronounce 
—that was a good thing. We were happy about that— and easy to remember, 
and he said that the logo should be the same as the name, in plain English, and 
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it shouldn’t be a hill or a river. We kind of put all that information together and, 
thinking that barefoot was the way grapes were originally stomped to make wine, 
we decided to put barefoot on the label. 

 
Kerry: That’s very clever because you can’t even go into a store with bare feet. You 

have to have shoes on. 
 
Michael: That’s right. The other thing the buyer said was make the label visible from four 

feet away. Again, the takeaway here is, because we didn’t know any better, we 
asked people at all levels of the distribution system what would work. What was 
missing in the system?  

 
 We got the equivalent of a master’s degree education in wine marketing and 

merchandising from people who were really on the line and who really saw what 
was happening. They weren’t marketing people. They weren’t high-level 
managers. They weren’t consultants. They were fork-lift drivers. They were 
people who were wearing smocks, and clerks who were clerks in the grocery 
stores. They were grocery-store buyers. 

 
Bonnie: They were also on the bottling line and we went out and talked to consumers, as 

well. We asked a lot of questions of a lot of people that were involved in the 
industry from the top to the bottom. 

 
Michael: We got a lot of granular advice. Like for instance, the label had to have a lot of 

white space around it; like the name had to be the same as the image; like you 
have to be able to see it from four feet away; like it’s going to appear on a curved 
surface in a poorly lit grocery store, and on and on and on. 

 
  We came into this, as we say, as outsiders armed with all this information. Of 

course, we were very humble and very happy and very thankful that we were 
given this information, so we put it together into the Barefoot label. 

 
Kerry: How about the product itself? Did you also ask people what they were looking for 

in a wine? What would make them try something new?  
 
Bonnie: Yes, we absolutely did. However, remember that we started with bulk wine. So 

the wine that we started with, we asked our wine maker friend who was the one 
that was owed the money for the grapes that we were doing the trade for, what 
he thought the consumer was looking for, and what was missing in the market. 

 
 He said that he thought an everyday drinking wine like they typically have in 

France would be what the consumers here were looking for and that really wasn’t 
on the market. He was an expert wine maker, so he, for the first few years, did a 
lot of adjustments to the wines that we had, and he did blending. He helped us in 
creating a style that was not different from year to year, or vintage to vintage, but 
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actually had a consistent flavor. This is something that was very unusual in the 
wine industry when we started. We had a consistent flavor and we blended wines 
to come up with something that would taste like the last blend and bottling that 
we’d done. 

 
 This seemed to resonate very well with the consumer. Once we started in 

business, we would go to events and taste our wine for the general public, and 
we’d ask them what they thought. They always loved the taste, and they were 
surprised by the low price, and they were delighted by the awards that we would 
take. We always showed the awards and that always helps wine taste a little 
better, if you’ve got awards to stand behind your product. 

 
Kerry: You started Barefoot Wines in a laundry room, and now it’s the largest wine 

brand in the United States. How did your wine become so popular without any 
advertising? And also, where did you do your laundry after that? 

 
Michael: That’s a good one, isn’t it? 
 
Bonnie:  We weren’t doing our laundry there in the first place; we didn’t have enough 

money for a washer and dryer. It’s the only place we had extra room in our 
house.  

 
Michael: The laundry was getting trucked down to the Laundromat or to a friend’s house 

who had a washer and a dryer.  
 
 To answer your question, we discovered what we call “worthy cause marketing” 

as an alternative to expensive advertised marketing, and we discovered it quite 
by accident. We got a telephone call from a neighborhood group in Chinatown in 
San Francisco who asked us to write them a large check for their after school 
playground project for the kids. We said, “You must have the wrong number 
because we don’t have that kind of money here. We can’t even afford 
advertising.”  

 
 We had a problem with our chain stores who wouldn’t take the product in the 

beginning, because it wasn’t widely known. It was an unknown brand and they 
were demanding that we advertise. We took a look at the cost, and it was a 
couple hundred thousand dollars, and the ad people would say, “If you don’t 
advertise on a regular basis, week after week after week, you’re not going to get 
traction, and that could take a year.” 

   
 We did the math and we said, “We just can’t afford this form of advertising.” So 

here’s this guy asking us for a check on the phone, and we said, “Listen. We 
don’t have any money to give you, but we can give you wine, and you can use 
this at your fundraiser, or you can auction it off at a silent auction to raise money 
for your park.” And he said, “Thank you very much,” and he took the wine. 
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 The next thing we noticed that our wines in the stores that were near Chinatown 

were just jumping off the charts. We couldn’t figure it out. We said, “Wow. Maybe 
there’s a relationship between this wine donation that we made because people 
had a chance to taste the wine and how they have social reason to buy the wine. 
Maybe we should use this technique. 

 
 We called it “worthy cause marketing” because we were supporting a worthy 

cause, and we were marketing to the members of the worthy cause. This is 
different than “cause marketing” where you write a check to a nonprofit and then 
you address the general public as a good guy because you’re supporting the 
nonprofits. 

 
 This is more direct. Now you’re going to the people who are buying your product 

and you’re supporting their group. The group members in that neighborhood 
where your product is for sale have a social reason to buy your product. 

 
Kerry: Do I qualify as a charity? How can I get in on this? 
 
Michael: How much wine can you drink? 
 
Kerry: That is a trick question. We’ll talk later.  
 
 How can other small businesses learn from your success with promotion? You 

started pre-social media; there was no Twitter, there was no Facebook. What 
lessons can you offer other startup businesses? 

 
Bonnie: We called it “Facetime” instead of Facebook. It’s real personal contacts. I think 

that’s really important for any business now, to really get out there and talk to 
people in all different areas that you’re doing business, and to see who your 
fellow travelers are. To see who it is that benefits when you grow, because those 
are the people and the companies that you want to be in touch with so you can 
share ideas, so you can share events. 

 
 Look at the charitable events. Look at the community fundraisers and the 

nonprofits in the area where your product is sold or your service is offered and 
see how you can work with them. What do you have in common with them that 
you want to support and how can they support you in return? 

 
Michael: The other thing to remember is that there were social networks that existed 

before Facebook, before LinkedIn, and these social networks were the nonprofit 
organizations and their membership, so you have a made-to-order social network 
that you can tie into. Today, you can write on their blogs, you can promote their 
issues on your website. We promoted their issues right on our products. We put 
little necktags on our bottles that had the audacity to not only ask for six dollars 
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for the wine, but to go ahead and ask to hang ten more dollars for clean water 
for, for instance, the Surfrider Foundation.  

 
 What I recommend to young people today or people getting into business and 

starting up is, as Bonnie says, take a look and see who your natural allies are. 
Work with your natural allies. These are people who benefit when you benefit 
and these people that you can help through your medium. And you have access 
to something they don’t have; you have access to the marketplace so you can 
take their message and promote it right in the supermarket. 

 
Kerry: Some of the practices and methods that you used to grow Barefoot can still apply 

today even though we also have all these online channels at our disposal. 
 

Bonnie: Absolutely. We don’t want to completely rely on the online channels. It’s not very 
personable to have 500 friends. You’ve really got to reach out and talk to people 
and touch people one-on-one.  

 
 That’s how Barefoot was built. We sold it one bottle at a time, at one event at a 

time, one small community fundraiser where we were a big fish in a small 
community and where the members really had and interest in why we were 
supporting their group. Then they had an interest in supporting us, as well. 

 
Michael: When you want to really make a sale, you’re not just making a sale one time. 

What you’re doing, no matter if you’re selling a product or a service, you’re 
selling a service and that service is the service that says, “I’m going to be there. 
I’m going to take it back if it’s not right. I’m going to make it good if it’s not right. 
You can trust me.” When that’s your real message, you have to do that in person. 

 
 Now social media is a great way for people to get to know and know your 

product. It’s kind of like the electronic Yellow Pages, it’s a great way to look up a 
company or look up a person. But when you really want to make that 
commitment to buy a product from them for five or 10 years, you really have to 
see them and look them in the eye. We believe in high touch over high tech. 

 
Kerry: How has the brand evolved over the years? How did you decide when you were 

going to adopt social media, say when you were going to add emerging platforms 
to your marketing mix? 

 
Michael: I would say that that happened just as soon as those particular technological 

advances made themselves available. You have to remember, in 1995 none of 
that stuff existed. By 2000, a lot of it began to exist, and by 2005, it was all over 
the place. I would say around 2000 we became a force in social media and 
began to have a webpage and began to engage clients and talk about what we 
were doing. 
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 Of course, we sold the brand in 2005, so I can’t speak for what they’re doing 
today, but I have checked out their website and I think they’re doing a fabulous 
job. 

 
Kerry: You actually organized the business of Barefoot Wines so that your people were 

motivated to sell more and seek part of the larger pie. Can you talk more about 
that? As opposed to having the traditional business divisions, because you both 
were business consultants before this, so how and why did you model your own 
business so differently? 

 
Bonnie: What we really believed was motivating was to have a team that was working 

together toward the same goals. We found that the best way to do that was give 
them appreciation and let everyone else on the staff know what it was that they 
were doing. That made the other people on the staff realize how they were 
relying on each individual on the staff to do the job that was necessary. The job 
that’s necessary is to sell the product because if you’re not making sales, then 
there’s no money to pay anybody; there’s no reason for anybody to come to 
work. 

 
 With that in mind, we had the two division companies; we had sales and sales 

support. 
 
Kerry: And that’s it. 
 
Bonnie: And that was it. 
 
Kerry: Just two business cards to order. 
 
Bonnie: Absolutely. Well, we all had our cute little nicknames. The CFO was “The Cork” 

because we said, “Somebody has to put a stop to it.” Michael’s nickname was 
“Head Stomper.” But Michael and I, the winemaker, the CFO, the receptionist, we 
were all sales support. Sales was on top, sales directed our company, our 
salespeople were in the market, they knew what was new, they knew what was 
working what wasn’t working, and they directed our marketing team to come up 
with the point of sale material that would work best in the marketplace.  

 
 A lot of companies tend to do it the other way around. The marketing department 

will dictate what it is that the salespeople have to use in the marketplace. We felt 
that because it was our salespeople that were out there in the streets and in the 
stores, and knew the distributors and the retailers so well, that they had the best 
advice to give our marketing company. That’s why we put sales on top. 

 
Michael: The other reason we put sales on top is because we used customer relations, 

also known as customer service, in a way that is different than most companies. 
We put them on an elevated position, too, because, after all, they’re talking to 
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your actual customer. And, they’re more than just complaint resolution; these 
people are actually hearing things from the field about the practice. “Here, it’s not 
here. I’ve been drinking it for five years. I wish it did this. I like the label here. I 
don’t like the closure there.”  

 
 That information could get lost of their goal is complaint resolution. But we turned 

it into marketing advice. We had those people actually tell the marketing people 
what they found out about in the field. So now the marketing people are getting 
input from two bosses; one is sales and the other one is customer service. That 
really sets things on their ear in terms of conventional organization. 

  
 Then the way we enforce that is everybody wants a bonus, everybody asks for a 

raise sooner or later, and so we would say, “Okay. You can have a raise and you 
can have a bonus, but it’s going to be based on how well the salespeople do.” So 
if Mr. Big was going to see our top salesman tomorrow at 6:00 a.m., you can bet 
our CPA had all the documents that our salesperson needed on the 
salesperson’s desk by 5:00 a.m. even if he had to stay up all night to do it. It 
wasn’t put in the bottom of his in-basket. 

 
 That’s the kind of teamwork that really works. Everybody understands where the 

money’s coming from, which is the customer, and that it is the salesperson that 
actually has that interface with that customer. 
 

Kerry: Barefoot sells wine, but you’ve succeeded using beer marketing. 
 
Bonnie: Yes. Beer marketing was fun. It still is. If you look back to the time when we 

started in the mid-‘80s, the wine department was pretty dull and boring. You had 
to have a degree in enology and viticulture, apparently, just to enjoy a glass of 
wine. That was a bit too snooty for us. We looked at the beer department and 
they had fun ads, they were colorful, people having a good time, and we thought 
it’s about time that wine has a good time, as well. 

 
 We found that by putting the foot on the label it made people smile even before 

they opened the bottle, and they loved it. They used the “love” word when they 
saw it. They thought it was cute and friendly. It was definitely non-intimidating. In 
addition to that, we also made sure that all the words on the label were easy to 
pronounce. No big tough words like Cabernet Sauvignon, we called it Barefoot 
Cab, or Sauvignon Blanc we called it Barefoot Blanc.  

 
 Again, being very friendly, very approachable, very easy for the consumer to feel 

warm and welcoming into trying a new product. In this case, it was wine. 
 
Michael: And the wine companies in those days, and some of them today, were spending 

most of their time talking about how the wine was made. The beer companies 
pretty much never talked about how the beer was made, although the craft 
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brewers today are starting to do that. But, in those days, the beer companies 
were more about “It’s Miller Time,” “Just Want To Be Your Bud,” and “The Silver 
Bullet.” They were talking about how you enjoy their product, rather than how the 
product was made. 

 
 So we thought let’s talk about how you enjoy wine, and we came up with the 

slogan “Get Barefoot and Have a Great Time,” which is a double entendre. To 
get it, which means to buy it, and then, of course, to take your shoes off and have 
a great time. It’s hard to be uptight when you’re barefoot. You’re at the beach, or 
you’re in a hot tub, or you’re relaxing in front of the fire. It’s a wonderful situation 
when you’re barefoot. People can relate to that. It’s recreational. 

 
Kerry: How did you get stores to carry the wine? Was it after you had these events and 

you could see that people wanted it and you could illustrate its value? How did 
you convince stores to carry it when they were so used to beer and fancy wine? 

 
Bonnie: Yes, that was a big part of it, bringing people in. It was letting the store owners 

know that we were supporting a fundraiser in their community for their neighbors, 
for their customers, and asking them if they would like to have their name on the 
list of where to buy Barefoot that we were giving out at the fundraiser. If they 
were interested in this community fundraiser, then they would say, “Yes. I’d like 
to be on that list and I will carry your product.” We’d say, “Great. Then we can let 
people know at this fundraiser that you are going to be supporting their cause 
and that you’re going to be making Barefoot available in your market.” 

 
 We really had to get the customer in there to buy the product before the retailers 

would buy it, so it’s kind of a “chicken or egg” situation where which comes first? 
It was quite a struggle at first. As we got more awards, we would put out the 
announcement of the awards at the fundraisers and in the store. If we got a good 
article from a wine writer, we would make that information available.  

 
 It’s making the consumer and the retailer and the distributor all aware of the 

awards, the good writings, the good stories that were told about our product, and 
actually bringing the consumer in to the store through the fundraisers. That was 
how we built it up right from the beginning. 

 
Michael: The other thing that we did to overcome our challenge is start small, stay small, 

make your mistakes in a small area. What I mean by that is a lot of companies 
like ours that are say popular priced, they’re faced with the reality that they have 
to sell hundreds of thousands of units in order to break even, so they tend to 
want to expand quickly. 

 
 The problem with expansion, especially with consumer items, is that you can’t be 

in all the stores every day to watch the shelves to see what’s going on with your 
product in the various different markets. Maybe the potato chips are in front of it. 
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Maybe it’s priced wrong. Maybe there’s a tag that was programmed wrong. 
Maybe it’s still in the back room. Maybe the distributor salesperson made the 
store owner angry, so now the store owner won’t buy anything from him. 

 
 All of these things have nothing to do with your product’s quality or its price, or 

how cute the label is or the slogan. These things have to do with distribution, so 
the real key to success is to understand and manage the distribution system. And 
believe you me, we made a lot of mistakes in the early days. We overextended 
ourselves and had to pull out of those markets, and we lost that investment and 
had to go back years later when we were stronger.  

 
 But what we found was, you really need to have a person in every market where 

your product is sold to make sure that all of the wheels are greased and all of the 
doors are open in the distribution system. 

 
Kerry: You’re sort of uniquely qualified to grease the wheels. You’ve got a warehouse 

full of wine; you send some wine, right? 
 

Michael: Well, you’d be surprised where the wheels need greasing. For instance, when 
you sell wine, you have to be thrown in with beer and spirits at a wine and liquor 
warehouse and wholesaler in a particular city. They are subject to the laws of 
that state, so based on those laws, there are roadblocks. Based on the 
competition within their own book, their salespeople are selling hundreds of 
brands and each brand has hundreds of SKUs, so how is it that they give any 
attention to yours?  

 
 The answer is simple. You go and sell it for the distributor’s salesperson to the 

retailer in person. And then you have to make sure that the retailer’s salesperson 
gets those reorders and puts them on the shelf. It’s work, but it’s not wine making 
work and it certainly isn’t enjoying wine, it’s actually getting out there and beating 
the pavement. 

 
Kerry:  So what lessons from selling wine apply to selling books? 
 
Bonnie: We are using what we learned through marketing our wine through worthy cause 

marketing, and we’re using that same approach with selling our books. We are 
talking to entrepreneurial students at universities across the nation, and we’re 
offering our books in the classroom. We’re talking at fundraisers. We’re talking 
also to disabled vets through the Entrepreneurship Bootcamp for Veterans with 
Disabilities. This is how we’re spreading the word. 

 
 Once again, it’s through worthy causes and it’s by showing up in person and 

being part of the community, being part of the groups of people who are 
interested in reading books this time, instead of wine.  
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 It’s been working very well for us. We are on the New York Times’ Bestseller List 
for business books eight weeks in a row and we’re very happy about that. 

 
Kerry:  Congratulations, by the way. 
 
Bonnie: Thank you. 
 
Michael: Thank you. 
 
Kerry: I’ll close with one more question: If you’re new to wine, what do you recommend 

people start with? 
 
Michael: I recommend that people start with a fruit-forward, easy-drinking, low-acid wine 

that is priced $6 or $7 a bottle. I guess the keyword is soft and palatable. I think 
that you want to discover the differences between the varietals before you 
discover the differences between the years. At that price, you can’t make too 
many mistakes; it won’t be that expensive of a lesson and it’ll probably be quite 
enjoyable. 

 
Bonnie: And certainly if there are tasting rooms, places where wine is tasted in the 

community where they live, that is the best idea. Or if you’re on vacation, look for 
some wine tasting rooms or any kind of event where there is a variety of wines 
that are being poured.  

 
 It’s good to taste a sample of a variety of wines and write down what you like 

about it and what you don’t like about it. Write down the varietal, and the name of 
the producer, and then you’ll get a better idea of what you really like. Whatever 
wine you like is the best wine. It doesn’t matter if other people like it or not; it just 
matters if you do. 

 
Kerry: Michael and Bonnie, unfortunately that’s all the time we have, but I’ve really 

enjoyed talking with you. Thanks so much. 
 
Bonnie: Our pleasure. Thank you. 
 
Kerry: For more information, or you get your copy of The Barefoot Spirit, visit 

TheBarefootSpirit.com. 
 
 Thanks for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts 

podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. 
Talk with you next week. 
 
 
 

 

http://www.thebarefootspirit.com/

