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THE SIX PILLARS 
OF WINE WISDOM 

FOR PLANNERS
!

When  wine  is  on  the  event  menu,  you’ll  need  to  play  by  the  rules,  know  cabernet  

power  of  perfect  pairings.  You  may  not  know  it  all,  but  there  are  pros  who  do.  Here’s  

what  they  think  every  planner  should  know  about  choosing  wine  for  events.

BY KATE DOYLE HOOPER

Know what you don’t know.!
"e possibility that event guests may know considerably more about wine than 
the planner does raises the stakes in wine selection. "at’s where the pros come 
in. When it’s time to choose wine, Jodi Riddick, a corporate event producer 
who also plans events at JustJodiLeigh.com, goes straight to the sommelier or 
chef. “I work with them directly to determine exactly which wines will comple-

ment the meal, match the palates 
of our guests, and stay on budget,” 
she says. 

Riddick’s approach is on 
the money, according to Petra 
Polakovicova, wine director at the 
top-tier San Francisco restaurant 
Epic Steak. “Never be afraid to tell 
your venue you wish to speak with 
their wine director or sommelier,” 
she says. “Almost every venue will 
have that go-to person who can 

help planners select excellent wines”—and avoid expensive mistakes. 
!What if your venue doesn’t have an on-site wine pro? “"en ask to speak 

with the person who built their wine list,” Polakovicova says. Planners should 
also be aware that they don’t have to order straight o# the venue’s wine list. “As 
sommeliers, we love to $nd new and interesting wines for our clients. If you’re 
not seeing what you want, ask for our help—that’s what we’re here for.”

This  page  and  opposite:  Picking  the  perfect  wine  for  events  involves  a  myriad  of  factors.  But  in  the  end,  it  all  boils  down  to  taste.PH
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After handling hundreds of details 
on the event production to-do list, 
there comes the moment when, 

at last, it’s time to order the wine—a mildly 
nerve-wracking process if you don’t know 
merlot from pinot, or chardonnay from Cha-
blis. While most planners are terri$c with a 
timeline, logistics, and venue particulars, deep 
knowledge of wine isn’t necessarily a standard 
line item in the planner playbook.

“I’d estimate that probably 75 percent of 
my corporate planner clients are not wine a$-
cionados per se,” says Gemma Kochis, direc-
tor of hospitality at Inglenook winery in Napa 
Valley, California. "ey may like wine and 
drink it, she says, but “it’s not their $rst point 
of knowledge. So I try to be very cognizant of 
that.” In other words, planners really have to 
trust the venue’s experts to guide them to the 
best wines possible. Truth be told, it’s all but 
impossible for planners to keep up with the 
vast, ever-expanding world of wine, to speak 
its language and stay up to date on producers 
and particular vintages.

v  v  v  v  v  v
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Educate each other.
At Inglenook, it’s all about the details, according to Kochis—“and us asking 
planner clients the right questions. What’s the focus of the group’s visit? Are 
they in formal meetings all day? Is it a more festive incentive trip? Will there be 
time for a custom wine experience or a private tour of the property’s vineyards? 
Or is it straight to a four-course dinner with wine pairings?” "ese are just a few 
of the details planners can provide to guide the venue’s wine and menu recom-
mendations. Communicate as many of them as you can.

Other speci$cs to share include basics like the number of guests, estimated 
consumption per person, and if the guests’ palates are especially sophisticated 
or more middle-of-the-road. Another often overlooked consideration? "e sea-
son. “During the summer, people tend to gravitate more to white, sparkling, and 
rosé wines,” Polakovicova says. In wintertime, planners might be wiser to o#er 
guests two reds, like a lighter pinot noir and a heavier cabernet, plus one white.

!
Taste is subjective. Budgets aren’t.
"en there’s that little matter of the budget. Much as planners may wish to 
avoid diving right into money talk $rst thing, it’s essential to make your budget 
parameters known early in the game to avoid wasting time. Doing so also gives 

venues time to work with their distributors 
to access special deals, top-quality options 
from lesser known or local labels and creative 
solutions like high-end sales and close-outs. 
"e result? Fantastic and memorable wines at 
the right price.

“We want to make you, the planner, 
look like a rock star!” says Epic Steak’s 
Polakovicova. And with some forethought, it’s 
relatively easily done. Granted, even the pros 
might have a tough time $nding a worthy 
bottle for $10. But the beauty of having a 
sommelier or well-versed wine expert on your 
team is their ability to go to bat for you, work 
with just about any budget (within reason), 
and come up with the absolute $nest wine for 
the money. “Our goal is to have guests walk 
away saying, ‘I had the most amazing wine at 
that event,’” Polakovicova says. Most planners 
would agree.

Below:  The  right  wine  helps  groups  wring  every  last  ounce  of  pleasure  out  of  the  occasion.  



77CVENT  MEETINGS

Right,  from  top:  At  every  stage—whether  in  aging,  

growing,  or  serving—a  wine’s  journey  to  the  table  

involves  20  percent  science  and  80  percent  art.

Ordering, case by case.
How much to order? It varies, but as a general 
rule, most venues agree that for a seated 
dinner, roughly 2 to 2.5 glasses per person, 
or approximately one case per 30 people. For 
predinner receptions, 1 to 1.5 glasses will do. 
While some guests may enjoy more than their 
estimated share, others will drink less or not 
at all. So the ballpark count will still allow 
enough wine coverage, particularly in more 
sedate corporate dinner settings where guests 
may be headed to their rooms afterward to 
catch up on work, emails, or rest.

!For social events, however, planners 
should consider adding a few extra bottles 
to the order. Gena Chen, "e St. Regis San 
Francisco’s director of catering and event 
management, says it’s not unusual for plan-
ners to underestimate the wine order in an 
e#ort to bring down the cost. "is fails to 
keep in mind that when guests attend a spe-
cial social event, the mood and consumption 
tend to be a bit more expansive.

“Understandably,” she says, “planners 
have to create cost estimates based on a num-
ber of factors, including estimated consump-
tion. But it really depends on the type of event 
being hosted.” With celebrations in particular, 
“you’d be surprised to see how many guests 
wind up enjoying more than just a glass or 
two. It’s best to be prepared, budget-wise.”

Simply put, lowballing the wine order 
in hopes of keeping the bottom line on track 
isn’t a particularly e#ective strategy. Being 
realistic, however, is.

Fortunately, if a planner miscalculates 
quantities, most venues will have extra bottles 
on hand to meet the demand. For example, 
at both the boutique-sized St. Regis Macao, 
Cotai Central and the supersized Sheraton 
Grand Macao Hotel, Cotai Central—where 
banquets in the Kashgar Ballroom typically 
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counts,  of  course,  but  factors  also  include  the  food  

host more than 4,000 people—getting quan-
tities right is always a plus. But it’s hardly a 
problem if you don’t, says Daniella Tonetto, 
general manager of sales and marketing for 
both hotels. “We always ensure we’re over-
stocked in case more is required. At both 
properties, our events teams are always ready 
to accommodate last-minute changes and 
cater to every request.” So no need for plan-
ners to fret about coming up short.

Worried about ordering too much? 
Don’t be. Most venues will charge based only 
on consumption and will “take back” extra 
bottles or cases. However, before ordering, 
be sure to determine the venue’s take-back 
policy up front—and get it in writing. "is is 
especially important when ordering pre-
mium priced, o#-the-list wines. Some venues 
require planners to purchase these outright, 
and make no provision for take back.

Red, white, heavy, light?
Another classic conundrum: how to accom-
modate guests’ taste preferences for red 
or white without overwhelming them with 
options. “"e rule of thumb is still to o#er 
one red and one white,” says Travis Masten, 
sommelier at "e Ritz-Carlton, Lake Tahoe. 
“Cabernet sauvignon and chardonnay are 
the good traditional choices. Depending on 
the adventure level of the group, I’ll usually 
also recommend at least one additional red 
and white, usually pinot noir and sauvignon 
blanc.”

Martin Deihr, director of food and 
beverage at La Playa Beach & Golf Resort in 
Naples, Florida, concurs with the one white, 
one red equation. “If a third wine comes into 
play,” he adds, “it’s usually a second red, like a 
pinot noir. So you’ll have a pinot, a cabernet, 
and a chardonnay to cover the bases.”

Also, consider factoring in an estimate of 
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the male to female guest ratio. “Pinot is popu-
lar particularly when you have a large number 
of female attendees,” Deihr says. “"ey’ll often 
enjoy a glass or two of pinot during the recep-
tion and stay with it through dinner, instead 
of switching over to cabernet. In an event 
setting with a larger male attendance, pinot 
noir mostly gets the cold shoulder.”

Tonetto, with her experience at "e St. 
Regis and Sheraton in Macao, o#ers a special 
tip for planners working with Chinese clients. 
“Consider adding a bit more red wine to the 
mix,” she says. “At the start of the evening, reds 
are commonly used for toasting”— particularly 
at business events where the color is prized for 
its association with good fortune and luck.

What’s in a name (brand)?
Sure, it’s what’s inside the bottle that counts. Taste rules, but an excellent rep-
utation goes a long way as well. Which names and regions do the pros depend 
on? In general, for domestic gatherings, better known names from Napa and 
Sonoma valleys tend to be the go-to favorites on banquet wine lists. "is is not 
only for their high-pro$le pedigrees but also for their excellent value—a useful 
quality for planners with large crowds to serve.

“French wines can be fantastic in terms of quality,” says Masten, the som-
melier at Lake Tahoe’s Ritz-Carlton. “But they often o#er very little in the way 
of value. For the sake of being budget-conscious, I $nd much greater value in 
the wines of California—and Italy. "e quality is as good or often greater.” In 
other words, if your budget is tight, don’t feel forced to buy the least expensive 
wine from a prestige label. Instead, ask the venue to help source a well-chosen 
brand that can do a better job, with more to go around, at a comparable price.!

Keep in mind, though, that Napa and Sonoma brands are by no means 
synonymous with inexpensive—quite the opposite, in fact. While there are 



80 CVENT  MEETINGS

 READ ALL ABOUT IT

Hip  Tastes:  The  Fresh  Guide  to  Wine,
Wine  Style:  Using  Your  Senses  to  Explore  and  Enjoy  Wine,    

Wine  All-‐in-‐One  for  Dummies,   

-‐

hundreds of high-quality large and small producers in California (and some in 
Washington state), some have more cache than others. Some may have excep-
tionally high price tags. Others are excellent, yet virtually unknown. "at’s why 
you need an advisor to help navigate the waters.

At Mandarin Oriental Hong Kong, big names from the old and new 
worlds work well for international guests with sophisticated palates. For the 
whites, chief sommelier Hubert Chabot relies on the consistently $ne vintages 
from France’s marquee appellations, such as Chablis, Chassagne-Montrachet, 
Puligny-Montrachet, Sancerre, and Pouilly-Fumé—a who’s who of French 
Chardonnay and sauvignon blanc producers.

For the reds, Chabot likes vintages from the appellations of Bordeaux. 
“Wines from Margaux, Saint-Julien, Saint-Estèphe, Pessac-Léognan, and Saint-
Émilion work well, as does Burgundy from Gevrey-Chambertin, Chambolle-
Musigny, Volnay, and Pommard.”

When it comes to wines from the new world, Chabot gravitates to “whites 
and reds from New Zealand, especially sauvignon blanc and pinot noir.” Also 
on Chabot’s new-world list are sure-to-impress brands such as Almaviva from 
Chile, Penfolds from Australia, and Cheval des Andes from Argentina.

Cheers to that!
In the end, it takes a village, a few vineyards, plus a wine pro or two in your 
corner to pick the perfect wines for your events. Personal likes and dislikes of 
the planner certainly can be shared with the venue team. But ultimately, it’s the 
nuanced %avors of the exact meals the chefs create that determine the perfect 
pairing. Remember, an extraordinary meal can be profoundly undermined if 
the wine misses the mark. It’s essential that planners, venue contacts, chefs, and 
sommeliers work hand in glove. Cheers! CM
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