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Since 2021 I have been working in a consulting capacity, helping 

small wineries all over the country realize their vision by setting into 

motion, and executing on, plans that will help them achieve their 

goals.

I currently work with wineries in California, New England and 

Virginia on all things sales and marketing.

Erin Robertson from 

Hally Wine Company
Wine Industry Sales & Marketing 

Consulting



ERIN ROBERTSON 
BACKGROUND

I started in the wine industry after graduating 
from Virginia Tech in 2001, moving to New York 
City and working for B.R. Guest restaurant 
group in Manhattan. I then made my way out to 
California in 2008 after working in my home 
state of Virginia at a bottle shop and for a local 
distributor. 

In 2012-2013 I earned my Executive MBA from 
Sonoma State, as a member of the first cohort to 
complete the Wine Industry-specific program.

After thirteen years in Napa Valley, I now live in 
Charlottesville, Virginia with my husband, Sandy, 
our daughter, Beatrice, and our corgi, Pickle. I 
am a huge bookworm, love to hike and get 
outdoors, and sometimes do karaoke against my 
better judgement.

Experience:

- 5 years as a partner in Hally Wine Company, 

consulting for small wineries and wine companies 

nationwide in all aspects of sales and marketing.

- 9 years as Owner and Director of Sales and 

Marketing at Dogwood & Thistle Wine Company.

- 1 year as the Director of Marketing at Round Pond 

Estate

- 4.5 years at Ste. Michelle Wine Estates as the 

Marketing Manager for the CA Luxury properties – 

Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars, Patz & Hall, and Conn 

Creek Winery

- 5.5 years as the National Sales Manager for Laird 

Family Estate. 

- Two years working for The Robins Cellars, a 

distribution company in central Virginia.



Michael joined Consociate Media following a long tenure at The 

Williamsburg Winery where he served as the Marketing Director. Prior to 

assuming the responsibilities of the marketing department, Michael served 

as the Winery’s Wine Club Director, Social Media Director and Wine 

Festival Manager. Michael has served on tourism advisory groups and was 

elected to the Virginia Wineries Association Board of Directors.

Michael Kimball from 

Consociate Media



WHY WHOLESALE?

Brand Exposure
Wholesale gets the wine in front of more people.

 Feeds to DTC
When people experience your wine at restaurants and retailers, they will go to the website to check it out, or plan to visit when 
they are next in the area.

Diversity 
“DTC is great until it isn’t.” – Erle Martin, former Crimson CEO

From a business perspective, it’s best to not have all your eggs in one basket. With many sales levers to pull, if one starts to go 
down, you have other systems in place that you can lean on. (Ex, COVID.)

Volume
Wholesale can lead to quick volume sales that are crucial for cash flow and can help move inventory. (Ex, 2021 Rosé.)



WHOLESALE AS MARKETING
Customer has 

wine at a 
restaurant

Loves it, 
makes plans 
to visit the 

tasting room

Has an 
amazing 

experience at 
the winery

Buys even 
more wine

Orders it 
again at a 
restaurant 

because now 
are huge fans

Restaurant 
now needs to 

reorder

Wholesale and 

DTC have a 

symbiotic 

relationship.



CHANNEL STRATEGY

XYZ Winery

Wholesale

On-premise Off-premise
3rd party 
online 

retailers?

DTC

Tasting Room Wine Club E-comm



2 OPTIONS IN VIRGINIA

Distributor

VWDC



DISTRIBUTOR – PROS AND CONS
PROS:

• Logistics

• Account knowledge

• Fullfilment 

• Access 

• They will be able to 
get you into 
accounts and 
regions that you 
would not have had 
access to otherwise

• Volume

CONS:

• Margins

• You might not be able 
to find one

• You don’t just sell it 
and forget it; there is 
still a lot of work 
involved

• You need them more 
than they need you

• Less control over 
where your wine goes



WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR IN A DISTRIBUTOR 
(BIGGER IS NOT NECESSARILY BETTER)

Size – small to medium. Look for:

 A portfolio of a few hundred SKUs

 At lease one dedicated sales rep in each major city with a solid plan for account fulfillment in each one 

Portfolio mix – look to see if they have a hole you can fill.

 Has domestic producers already, but ideally does not already more than 5-6 Virginia wineries yet

 Find this out by either looking at their portfolio on their website or asking them to send you a copy of it during your 
conversations.

Ownership

 Have experience in the wine industry before opening their own distributor

 Owning and operating this distributor is their full-time job

References

 Ask for them to provide references, and follow up with them

 In addition to the references they provide, choose a few out of their portfolio to cold call and ask for a reference! 



HOW TO FIND AND WORK WITH A DISTRIBUTOR

Ask your network for 
references and 
introductions

Do your own research

When approaching the 
distributor

• Other wineries

• Accounts you already have

• Google

• Other wineries’ websites

• Introduction from someone they know is 
always best

• Start with a cold email or phone call

• Remember – you need them more than they 
need you



WHAT TO EXPECT ONCE YOU HAVE A 
DISTRIBUTOR

You still have to 
do a lot of work

Ride-withs with sales reps

Wine dinners

In store tastings

Trade shows

You still have to 
do a lot of work

Relationships are 
key

Relationships with the owner

Relationships with the sales reps

Relationships with accounts

Relationships are 
key

You are expected 
to provide 
marketing 
materials

Tech sheets

Bottle shots

Schwag 

Sample allowances 

You are expected 
to provide 
marketing 
materials



VWDC – PROS AND CONS

Pros:

• Higher margins

• More control

CONS:

• Account knowledge 
and volume of calls

• Delivery logistics

• How big of an area 
can you realistically 
cover on your own?

• Who on your team 
is going to do the 
work?



TARGET AUDIENCE - ACCOUNTS

Restaurant:

• Individually owned or small regional chain 

• Active and interested wine buyer 

• Entrees in the $20-45 price point with at least some that 
naturally pair with some of your wines 

• Host wine dinners in partnership with wineries or importers

Retailer:

• Individually owned 

• Focus on wine (very little beer or other spirits in the store)

• Hosts regular events (in store tastings, classes, wine dinners 
in partnerships with restaurants)

• Has a strong Virginia section that has a variety of 
producers, not just ”the usual suspects”

• Employees that actively engage with the customer base 
and are knowledgeable about wine

• Online retailers who protect price 



CALLING ON ACCOUNTS (THROUGH VWDC)

Figure out 
your SOP 

for account 
call days

Organize 
your account 

data

Getting an 
appointment 

Structuring 
your day 

What to do 
when you’re 

at the 
account

Following up



SOP FOR ACCOUNT CALL DAYS

Determine which wines you will be offering/selling over the next few months. 

What will you carry the wine in? Do you have an insulated wine tote bag you can take 
with you? Ice packs?

What POS will you bring with you?

• Printed out Fact Sheets

• Price Sheets

• Front line price

• Multiple case/discount price (if available)

• BTG price (if available)

• Business cards 

• Corkscrew 



WHAT TO PUT ON YOUR FACT SHEETS

• Full name of the wine

• Vintage

• Blend

• Label or bottle shot

• Brief tasting note

• Vineyard source and vineyard info

• Brief description of the winery, key players, who 
the winemaker is, etc.

• Winemaking techniques



ORGANIZING YOUR ACCOUNT INFO

• List accounts that you know of in each region you would like to sell to

• Use internet research to fill accounts that you may not have heard of yet

• Google

• Yelp

• Recent media articles/blogs

• Research the account online before you call to make sure they work with wines 
from Virginia in your price point. 

Find accounts to 
target:

• Tabs for each region you will be focusing on

• Columns for:

• Account name

• Buyer’s info

• Days they typically are available to taste

• Notes on contact you’ve had with them

Make an Excel 
sheet (or Google 
Docs so it’s easily 

mobile) with:



GETTING AN APPOINTMENT

1. Call or stop by the account and find out who the buyer is and ask for their contact information.

2. Once you get the buyer on the phone, introduce yourself and ask if they are open to you coming 

in and tasting them on your wines soon.

3. Some buyers will only want to give out their email address. 

4. Find out what days/times they are available to taste. 

5. If you can, go ahead and book that first appointment.

6. Be open to accounts who do open calls! 



STRUCTURING YOUR DAY

 Try to have at least 3-4 places you know you can taste 
before setting off in the car to maximize your time and 
samples (can be a combo of open calls and set 
appointments)

 Don’t be afraid to do a few in-person cold calls if you 
are close to other target accounts or have some downtime 
between appointments



WHILE YOU’RE IN THE ACCOUNT

  Case the joint while you wait!

  Find things to talk to them about outside of wine. 

  Unless they are an incredibly novice buyer/taster, don’t talk to them 
about the wine characteristics. 

  If you are in an account that has periodic public tastings, volunteer to do 
them and book a spot on their calendar right away if they let you.

  Mention your Instagram page if you can! 

  Make a note on your calendar of exactly when they told you to follow 
up so that you won’t forget to do it.

  Use whatever tools you have at your disposal.

  Don’t take anything personally. 



FOLLOW UP, FOLLOW UP, FOLLOW UP

 Do it exactly when and how they tell you to (ex – don’t 
call them if they told you to email)

 Do it 2-3 times if necessary 

 Once you get the order, set a time on your calendar to 
follow up to see if they need any more, either in person, 
email or on the phone. 



SOME THINGS TO REMEMBER

• You have to make a lot of appointments and meet a lot of people to start to move the 
needle significantly. This is a numbers game. 

• Start asking people you know at other wineries which accounts are good for them, who 
they recommend calling on, etc. Use your network. 

• Very few accounts will order on the spot, particularly if it’s their first time tasting with 
you, so you have to follow up with them.Following up is crucial. 

• Now is actually a great time to be getting started on this b/c OND is right around the 
corner. (Do not call on accounts in November/December.)Timing is everything! 

• It doesn’t usually go anywhere, so don’t even consider it unless it’s a VERY high-profile 
account.

Be wary of accounts that just want 
samples dropped off. 

• There are a LOT of accounts out there, and a lot going on within each account. You have 
no idea why a certain account may or may not like/need your wine at any given time.

Don’t get too attached to the idea 
of being in any one account. 

• If selling wine isn't fun for you... well, that becomes a bigger conversation. Have fun out there! 



QUESTIONS? LET’S CHAT.

Erin Robertson

415-717-7365

erin@hallywineco.com

I offer retainer work, hourly fixes, coaching and 
staff training.

Instagram - @erin.e.robertson

www.hallywineco.com

www.dogwoodthistlewine.com

http://www.hallywinecompany.com/
http://www.dogwoodthistlewine.com/
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