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TIPS FOR A SMOOTH AND 
SUCCESSFUL HOLIDAY 

SELLING SEASON
RETAILERS ARE GEARING UP FOR THE YEAR’S BIGGEST 

MONTHS. HERE ARE EIGHT ESSENTIAL RULES FOR 
REDUCING HEADACHES AND INCREASING PROFITS

BY CHRISTY FRANK

0 1 |  GET A HEAD START WITH YOUR 
CORPORATE CLIENTS

When it comes to assisting clients with 
their gift lists, there’s no such thing as too 
early. “This year, we were very proactive,” 
says Jeffrey Wolfe, owner of Wolfe’s Wine 
Shoppe in Florida. “For the first time, I 
mailed an actual letter to former, current, 
and potential clients focused on tips for 
stress-free holiday personal and corporate 
gift-giving. I laid out the required timing, 
the info I need, and what I can do in terms 
of selection, gift notes, and delivery.”

“We contact our clients in October let-
ting them know that gifting early is the 

new late,” explains Karen Williams, propri-
etor of ACME Fine Wines in Napa Valley. 
She also lets them know that they’ll need 
to use the ACME company spreadsheet. 
“We have a proprietary format that speeds 
up the gifting process so that unneces-
sary, precious, unavailable time isn’t spent 
deciphering or reconfiguring hundreds of 
business and personal spreadsheets. It has 
allowed us a streamlined holiday bliss of 
our own.”

And don’t forget the virtual get-to-
gether. “People are still working remotely 
and companies are finding unique ways 
to keep the team together,” says Sunshine 
Foss, the owner of Brooklyn’s Happy Cork. 

“You definitely want to take advantage of 
this.” Check in with existing clients to see 
if there’s interest in offering a virtual tast-
ing to their team or their own clients. This 
can be as simple as conducting a Zoom 
tasting focused on the wine your client 
is already gifting, or as complex as work-
ing with a food purveyor to do a combined 
tasting. While it may be too late to sched-
ule something for the holidays, you can 
also lay the groundwork for events in the 
new year.

espite lingering pandemic concerns, persistent staff shortages, 
and supply chain woes, retailers are looking forward to 
a holiday season that could almost feel normal—at least 
compared to last year. 

We spoke with retailers across the country to get their top tips 
for ensuring the season goes as smoothly—and profitably—as possible. 
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0 2 |  CONSIDER SUPPLY CHAIN ISSUES IN 
YOUR BUYING DECISIONS

Supply chain disruptions have made 
stocking up on core items a challenge for 
over a year—and the holidays will only 
put more pressure on this stressed pipe-
line. It will be particularly problematic 
for key categories like Champagne. “We 
are locking in Champagne buys much 
earlier than we might otherwise,” ex-
plains Jill Bernheimer, owner of Domaine 
LA. She ordered Champagne for her De-
cember wine club in September. “I can’t 
risk not being able to get product which 
is exactly what might happen if I hesitate 
even a few days.”

This year it will be critical to have 
a list of backup options—the more, the 
better. “This year, we are moving a bit 
beyond the well known names of Cham-
pagne and trying to find more delicious 
sparkling wines from around the world,” 
says Cara Patricia, cofounder of DE-
CANTsf. “We are bringing in a greater 
variety of SKUs from the smaller growers 
whom we've built relationships with over 
the years.” 

0 3 |  BUY DEEP ( AND FAMILIAR) TO KEEP 
MARGINS HEALTHY

‘Tis the season to buy deeper on key items. 
Analyze past sales history and “for fast-
moving wine, if you don't always buy the 
deep deals, Q4 is the time to do it,” says 
JT Robertson, general manager at Le Du 
Wines in Manhattan. “There is often an 
opportunity to save five to 10 percent on 
the bottle cost at larger quantities. This 
might not make sense during slower quar-
ters, but in Q4, a dollar here, a dollar there 
adds up very quickly.”

“Consider strategically overbuying,” 
suggests Erin Bender, general manager 
at Irving Bottle in Brooklyn. “We’ll stock 
up on higher-end items to take advantage 
of seasonal deals, knowing we’ll sell some 

during the holidays and the rest through-
out the next year.” This does tie up cash, 
but if the discounts are deep enough, the 
positive margin impact can be worth it.

This is also the time to focus on the 
classics. ”We always increase our collec-
tion of cru Beaujolais, Napa Valley Cab-
ernet Sauvignon, Bordeaux, Barolo, and 
Brunello beginning in October,” says Pa-
tricia. “The meals prepared in the fall and 
winter just seem to love those wines.” Cus-
tomers gravitate to these familiar regions 
as well, which makes life easy. Once the 
holidays are over, and customers and shop 
staff have more time, retailers can return 
to hand-selling their shop’s quirkier wines.

0 4 |  LET YOUR DISPLAYS DO THE 
TALKING—AND THE SELLING

Set up your displays so they make it easy 
for your customer to grab and go. Wolfe’s 
Wine Shoppe offers grape variety-focused 

OPPOSITE AND ABOVE: ACME Fine Wines’ interior and 
thoughtful packaging.  //  Bottles are wrapped in tissue 
paper and ribbon, accompanied  by a card, and then laid 
in boxes on a bed of more paper, all as a complimentary 
service at DECANTsf // RIGHT: Packaging at Vino di Vino

"We'll stock up on 
higher-end items to take 
advantage of seasonal 

deals, knowing we'll 
sell some during the 
holidays and the rest 

throughout the 
next year."

– Erin Bender, Irving Bottle
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six-packs as well as an “everything you 
need for the holidays” case that typically 
includes a mix of crowd-pleasing reds, 
whites, and of course, bubbles. Marissa 
Ocasio, wine consultant at Center Wine 
& Spirits in Glastonbury, Connecticut, 
suggests displaying cocktail ingredients 
together; for example, group a popular 
gin, Campari, and vermouth together for 
shoppers to make Negronis, and consider 
including accessories such as large ice 
cube trays. At Copake Wine Works, we 
keep a table full of small-format bottles 
available as stocking stuffers.

David Ucci, head of sales at Vino di 
Vino in the Boston area, recommends a 
“good, better, best” approach, showcasing 
wines from three different price points 
within a category. “This could be variety, 
region, country of origin, or producer,” he 
explains. “Then I can easily point to some-
thing that’s understandable for the cus-
tomer.” This allows the customer to choose 
the price point that’s right for them, which 
may be higher than you think. Remember, 
this is the time of year to “sell fearlessly,” 
Ucci adds. “The last thing you want to do 
is undersell your customer and not give 
them the option to give the perfect gift 
that they want to give.”

0 5 |  DON'T FORGET THE  
GO-TO GIFT CARD

Gift cards are a holiday staple, so make 
sure you offer them in some form. While 
virtual certificates that can be used both 
online or in-store are the holy grail, old-
school paper cards tracked on a spread-
sheet can also work. No matter what 
format you use, be sure to clearly com-
municate the expiration date. “Make sure 
you train your staff on how to sell them, 
how to redeem them, and where you store 

them—before the season kicks into gear,” 
stresses Irving Bottle’s Bender.

0 6 |  BE STRATEGIC ABOUT  
GIFT WRAPPING

Gift wrapping options can range from 
intricate and involved, to simple and ef-
ficient, and retailers should seriously con-
sider the space and staff required for prep 
work and storage before developing their 
strategy. Branded elements add a special 

touch but require longer lead times to or-
der and involve higher costs. “We use gift 
bags instead of traditional wrapping to 
keep things moving,” suggests Ocasio, “and 
we pre-curl the ribbon.” 

TJ Douglas, who owns Urban Grape 
in Boston with his wife Hadley, invests 
in a more elaborate gifting set up and 
then brings in additional staff to manage 
it. “We make sure that only a few people 
are doing gift wrapping and that they are 
trained the same way so that every single 
package comes out looking beautiful,”  
he shares. 

For shops that have the necessary 
space, Allegra Angelo at Vinya Wines in 
Miami suggests “making a boxing station 
that is grand and over-the-top. Make it an 
experience. Have a pitcher of homemade 
drinks, one alcoholic and one non-alco-
holic. For example, we’re serving a twist 
on Coquito, a creamy, rum-spiked Puerto 
Rican drink.” This sort of display can high-
light your gift wrapping offerings and en-
tertain your customers while they wait.

0 7 |  BE TOTALLY HONEST ABOUT 
SHIPPING DEADLINES

If your shop ships and you haven’t already 
ordered your materials, stop reading this 
article and go order them now. 

Next: It’s critical to know the most 
current cut-off dates for all common car-

An impessive gift box at ACME Fine Wines resonates 
with shoppers who want to make a splash for the 
holidays.

At Wolfe's Wine Shoppe, signature gift wrapping and 
accessible six-packs make it easy for holiday shoppers 
to grab and go

INDUSTRY FOCUS
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riers. UPS and FedEx aren’t guaranteeing 
arrival dates for many of their services, so 
retailers shouldn’t either. “It is always bet-
ter to be upfront with a customer about 
limitations and possible delays,” says Le 
Du’s Robertson. “Even if it means you lose 
the sale because you're telling someone 
the truth about what could happen, it’s 
always better than failing their request 
because of reasons beyond your control.”  

While ground shipping is more eco-
nomical, be sure to offer expedited ship-
ping for reasons of weather and timing. 
“We let guests know that if they're worried 
about the extra bucks it costs for expedit-
ed shipping, we recommend that they call 
up a wine shop more local to their recipi-
ent and place an order with them,” says 
DECANTsf’s Patricia. “We're always happy 
to recommend shops that carry compa-
rable wines.”

0 8 |  MAKE SURE ALL STAFF MEMBERS 
STAY HAPPY AND HEALTHY

Even for shops that have the relative lux-
ury of being fully staffed, it’s still going to 
be a wild ride. “The temptation is to go full 
throttle from morning until night,” says 

Ucci. “But it’s really important to build in 
down time for your teams so that every-
body can maintain a high level of reserves. 
They need to have something at the end, 
because that’s when it’s the hardest.”

At my shop, Copake Wine Works in 
upstate New York, we kick off the season 
with an all-hands-on-deck training ses-
sion to review store procedure and holi-
day-specific processes—as well as eat pas-
tries and drink the first of many coffees. 
At ACME Fine Wines, “We’ll have pizza 
and Champagne gifting parties if we go 
late into the after-hours work day,” says 
Williams, “It keeps morale high.” What-
ever you’re pouring, make sure to include 
everyone—salespeople, cashiers, delivery 
teams, stock people, and gift wrappers—
because nothing makes the holiday season 
go more smoothly than a well-trained—
and well-fed—team. n

"We make sure that only 
a few people are 
doing gift wrapping and 
that they are trained the 
same way so that every 
single package comes 
out looking beautiful." 

– TJ Douglas, Urban Grape




