
Knowing the Guts 
of Your Craft 
Winery  Business
A crash course in winery
management



The Winemaking industry is 
steeped in tradition. With many family-
owned vineyards existing for generations, 
there is often a feeling that there is 
a “right way” to make wine and to 
operate a winemaking business. While 
this attitude is part of the industry’s 
charm, it doesn’t allow much room for 
innovation or evolution in business 
operations, leading to growth plateaus 
and difficulty progressing as younger 
generations begin to get involved. And 
as individual businesses evolve, the 
industry itself is changing, too. New-age 
urban wineries are often owned by first-

time entrepreneurs who are beginning 
the journey of winemaking and business 
ownership all at the same time. Whether 
your winery is a family-owned tradition 
or a modern startup, it will be successful 
only if you run a tight ship, knowing 
intimate details of every aspect of the 
business from inventory and production 
to sales and accounting. This white paper 
seeks to provide craft winery owners with 
practical advice that will help them dive 
deep into their organizations and help 
them run more efficiently, produce more, 
and continue to succeed year after year.
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Intro
There is a tendency among winery owners 
— and small business owners in general 
— to say things like, “My business is a 
part of me” or “My employees are my 
family.” While this conveys how much 
an owner cares about their business, 
it may also hint at an inability or 
unwillingness to separate the personal 
from the professional. Long-term business 
success depends on an owner’s ability to 
view performance impartially and make 
adjustments accordingly.  

Businesses succeed when owners 
recognize businesses are sovereign 
entities that need their own mission, 
vision, and resources. With a clearly 
defined (and explicitly communicated) 
mission and vision, you can connect both 
the public and your employees to your 
overarching goals. These goals give you 
a compass by which to make decisions 
daily.

When winery owners don’t define these 
important elements and agree on them 
with key stakeholders, they and their 
employees are forced to constantly pivot 
and make rushed decisions as crises arise. 
When those in key leadership positions 
aren’t on the same page about the 
organization’s priorities, costly mistakes 
can be made. Similarly, when owners only 
focus on one part of the business (e.g. 
inventory and production) but ignore 
others (e.g. accounting), problems can 
emerge quickly.

This is why it’s so important to know 
the ins and outs of your financials, sales 
trends, inventory, and production. When 
you’re confident about how your business 
is doing, you can use that knowledge to 
make informed decisions about how to 
move forward — whether you want to 
continue the success you’re experiencing 
or scale up to the next level.

“Long-term business success depends on an owner’s 
ability to view performance impartially and make 
adjustments accordingly.”   
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Needs Assessment: 
The Best Starting 
Point

4

Often the best place to start is a needs 
assessment, which is ideally conducted 
by a third party, not someone who works 
for your winery. It can be tough for 
owners to do a needs assessment on their 
own company, because it’s vital to offer 
unbiased recommendations. An owner or 
manager might have the misconception 
that a problem they’ve been experiencing 
in the business is the root cause of their 
woes, when an outside observer will be 
able to see that the perceived “problem” 
is actually a symptom of a bigger issue 
within the organization.

The needs assessment will help owners 
identify pain points as well as define 
resources currently available and those 
that will be needed in the future. An 
expert should walk the owner through 
each aspect of the assessment and 
offer practical, actionable advice on how 
to move forward in each area of the 
business.
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Winery
Management 
Systems: Your New 
Best Friend

If you’re still managing your inventory in 
a static spreadsheet — or, worse, with a 
clipboard and handwritten notes — listen 
up. As an inventory-based business, you 
need strategies for streamlining your 
processes, and this is a great place to 
start. Inventory management systems 
help you keep accurate records by 
allowing everyone in your business who 
touches inventory to update item counts 
or amounts, add new batches, indicate 
when product has been packaged, and so 
much more.  

For example, when your head winemaker 
decides a batch isn’t up to snuff, the sales 
team needs to know so they don’t plan on 
that product being available for purchase, 
and the cost of making that batch should 

be considered for your finances. You can 
do that communication manually if you 
want, but it’s much easier if your team 
can just reference up-to-date financial, 
production, and accounting information in 
one central location.

Besides serving as a reference, you can 
avoid harvest season mishaps by keeping 
accurate inventory records in the system 
and planning out your batches ahead of 
time so you know whether you need to 
order more bottles before harvest, for 
example. You can also pull reports for 
just about any area of your business you 
want to dig into and use that information 
to make smart decisions for growth, 
expansion, or reorganization.
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In each section of this white paper, we’ll 
break down one area of your winemaking 
business — finance, operations, 
production, and sales — and offer 
general advice in addition to specific 
key performance indicators (KPIs) your 
team should be tracking to ensure this 
department stays on track. 

Each of these KPIs or reports should 
be easy to view in your chosen winery 
management system.
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Know Your Numbers: 
Finance
It’s certainly not unheard of for a winery founder to have some sort of financial 
background, but it’s not necessarily the norm, either. If you’re managing a business 
for the first time with no accounting experience, figuring out how to set up your 
business accounts can be frustrating. Organizing and evaluating your winery 
finances doesn’t have to be a headache, though — below are some concrete 
recommendations that you can implement to make reporting much easier in the 
future.

Cost Accounting 101

Many wineries use cost accounting to identify 
the cost of production. This involves inputting 
the cost at each individual stage of production 
as well as fixed costs like your equipment 
and building. So, as a business that produces 
wine, the basis of cost accounting is your 
inventory — from fruit and yeast to bottles, 
cans, and kegs. Because of this, you’ll want to 
ensure your inventory value is 100% accurate. 
It can be used as a tool to help you grow — 
investors and banks can look at this number 
to decide whether they’ll provide funding, 
so you better be sure it’s right. Without 

accurate inventory, the numbers you see in 
your accounting software will always be wrong, 
and you won’t be able to make sound business 
decisions based on that information. (So, step 1: 
Get an inventory management system and use 
it correctly.)
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Setting Up Your Chart 
of Accounts

Here are some general guidelines for 
examining your accounts:

•  Cost of Goods Sold (COGS) on the   
 balance sheet should not be expensed  
 until time of sale
•  Use Wholesale Sales and Retail Sales  
 to easily review information by revenue  
 channels
•  Compare COGS, Labor, and Other   
 Expenses as a percent of sales
•  Analyze COGS accounts for:
 - Percentage of Labor compared to   
 percentage of Direct Costs
 - Percentage of Overhead compared to  
 percentage of Direct Costs

If you meet with a business or accounting 
consultant, one of the first things they’ll do 
is provide a recommended chart of accounts. 
Your chart of accounts should be clear and 
concise, serving as a helpful tool for mapping 
and reporting on all your business’s financials. 
As a winery, you’re likely running at least two 
different business models within the same 
company — wineries are often one part 
manufacturing and production and one part 
retail. Organizing your chart of accounts with 

this in mind will allow you to quickly see 
the margins for each line of business and 
understand what’s happening on a day-to-
day basis.

For wineries, it’s recommended that you set 
up your chart of accounts as seen in this 
spreadsheet. Use this setup as the basis for 
all other systems and be consistent about 
how accounts are named so that you can 
sync between them. 

• Review Loss COGS and dig into what  
 happened
•  Inventory Adjustments need to be   
 examined carefully
•  Recommended classes (“departments”)  
 so you can easily look at Profit & Loss  
 by Class:
 - Production
 - Taproom
 - Operations
 - Distribution (for self-distribution only)
 - General and Administrative
 - Sales and Marketing
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Finance KPIs

Cost of Goods Sold Report

$0 Inventory Receipts

Income & COGS by Location Overhead Costs

Inventory Adjustments

General Ledger Report

This report will help you find the ideal price for 
your product and create the perfect portfolio mix, 
but it’s also a place that you’ll often find mistakes.

If your inventory management system uses average 
base costing, a $0 inventory receipt will throw 
everything off, because that fruit or yeast didn’t 
actually cost you $0. To avoid problems with 
average costs, look out for $0 inventory receipts and 
reconcile them as soon as possible.

See how you’re performing at each location and 
consider adjustments to your strategy if needed.

How are your overhead costs allocated? What 
direct costs are you associating with your 
goods?  

Large inventory adjustments should be 
identified and investigated to ensure inventory 
is being added (and depleted) correctly. Unless 
an item was damaged or destroyed, inventory 
should come into the system via purchases and 
be depleted in the production process.

Use this to compare your inventory manage-
ment system to your accounting system and 
make sure there are no discrepancies or errors.
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operations

Get to Know Your 
SOPs: Operations
Standard operating procedures, that is. Operations can be hard to wrap your 
head around because it encompasses so much, from evaluating inefficiencies 
in the present to planning to scale in the future.  Here are a few areas to 
consider that will help you evaluate and streamline your company’s operations.

Automation 

As your winery continues to grow, what 
processes will need to change? You have 
to become more efficient in order to create 
a sustainable business model that can 
scale. One way to do this is to automate as 
many processes as you can, as long as that 
automation creates less work for your team. 
To ensure that’s the case, choose software 
and other automations that integrate with 
one another. For example, if you’re choosing 
an inventory management system, make sure 

that integrates with your accounting software 
(e.g. QuickBooks). If it doesn’t, you’ll have to 
do some extra legwork to do your monthly 
reporting or compile information for your 
taxes. That doesn’t mean investing in a certain 
system isn’t worth it, but it’s something to 
consider.
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operations

Internal Communications

Creating SOPs

Onboarding & Training

What does the chain of command look like on 
your production team? When the production 
team changes the batch plan a few weeks 
before harvest, who informs the sales team? 
When do you have team or company meetings, 
and what do they cover? How do you organize 
tasks assigned to each team and team member, 
and who ensures that each task gets done (on 
time)? Each of these questions should have a 
clear answer so that everyone on your team is 
accountable for their individual responsibilities. 
It can be helpful to use software or some sort 

They’re not fun to write, but SOPs will be 
invaluable to your team as you grow. Plus, they 
ensure that each employee has clear guidelines 
for how to execute complex tasks (that means 
they don’t have to go to you or another manager 
every time they have a question). Simply put, 
SOPs help you make your processes consistent. 
Typical procedures you might create SOPs for 
include fermentation, pump-overs, tank cleaning, 

SOPs are extremely helpful for onboarding and 
training — when you hire a new employee, they 
have a guidebook for how your winery does 
things. But your training program should not 
end at SOPs. You also need a plan for hands-on 
training with experienced team members whom 
you trust to execute processes properly and 

of internal management system for some 
of these items, depending on the size of 
your team and the number of tasks they’re 
juggling at a time. It’s also recommended 
that you create an organizational chart that 
clearly shows employees who they report to 
and the structure of your company. It may 
sound “corporate,” but a business without 
a clear chain of command is more of a club 
than a business.

quality assurance tests, and general safety 
procedures. Keep in mind that SOPs can and 
should be flexible, meaning that as your team 
grows and learns, your SOPs should reflect any 
updates in your day-to-day operations and best 
practices accordingly.

communicate your team’s mission and vision. If 
you can, you should also allow team members 
to cross-train in other areas of the winery so 
that they understand the big picture of how the 
business operates and see other departments in 
which they might hope to work in the future.
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operationsOperations KPIs

Inventory — As of Date — Grouped by 
Item Class

Inventory — Transactions List

Kegs at Customers

Shows the inventory you have on hand on a 
particular day so you can ensure everything in your 
system is correct.

This is a great tool for operations managers 
to better supervise their warehouses and 
other locations appropriately.

If your winery sells kegs of wine, you’ll quickly learn 
how difficult it is to keep track of them. Knowing 
where your kegs are and how many are outside your 
facility at any given time can help you know when to 
order more.
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production

More Wine, 
More Problems: 
Production
When you’re only producing a few varietals per year, you might not think much 
about documenting your production process or schedule. You only have a few 
batches fermenting at a time, so it’s easy to keep it all in your head (or on 
a notepad). But once you’re at a size where your production is so high that 
harvest season requires superhuman mental fortitude, you need to be more 
organized and methodical. Plus, starting these habits when you’re small will 
set you up for success as you grow. Below are some of the areas you should 
consider when deciding what you need to document.

Production & Packaging 
Schedule

Your schedule for producing and packaging 
batches should be in your inventory 
management system — not on a whiteboard. 
A whiteboard doesn’t help you forecast 
inventory needs, and in day-to-day 
operations, someone could accidentally 
erase something and then there’s no record 

of it whatsoever. Having your schedule in an 
inventory management system allows you to 
plan out your team’s activities after harvest 
and see whether you need to order more of an 
ingredient or packaging type, as well as when 
you’ll have batches available to be bottled, 
canned, or kegged (and sold to customers).
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production

Safety & Maintenance 

Quality Control

Many wineries neglect to consider the 
maintenance involved in the massive pieces of 
equipment required to make wine. Assuming 
you didn’t buy it outright and instead are on 
some sort of payment plan, you want to ensure 
your equipment doesn’t “burn out” before 
you’re done paying for it. If it does, you’re stuck 
paying for your old, defunct equipment and 
the new equipment you need to keep making 
wine. You can avoid this nightmarish scenario 
by outlining (and sticking to) a cleaning and 
maintenance schedule for each piece of 
equipment in your facility. When you use a 
winery management system, you can easily 
make these recurring tasks assigned to specific 
teams or employees.

It’s also important to deliberately think through 
your safety procedures. One way to make 

If you discover during the production process 
that one of your red blends is contaminated, 
what do you do? Do you have to pull all your 
product that was created using that strand 
of yeast and all the different types of grapes 
in the blend? Or do you have procedures in 
place that prevent this type of issue from 
going unnoticed? One way to avoid having to 
destroy mass amounts of product in this sort 
of situation is to implement lot tracking, so 
you always know which wines were produced 
with which lot of a certain ingredient. That 
way, you can be sure that an issue is limited 
to only certain products (or, on the other hand, 
know when you really do need to get rid of 
everything). Whether you decide to track lots or 

this easier on your team is to create a safety 
committee composed of a handful of people 
who are most involved in the production 
process. These people will decide the best way 
to conduct safety checks, perhaps by doing 
quarterly site walk-throughs and documenting 
anything that is below your team’s standards. 
The goal of this type of practice is not to get 
anyone on the team “in trouble,” but rather to 
point out areas of weakness and improve them 
to avoid major mishaps. Paying attention to 
safety and maintenance shows your team you 
care, boosting morale and company pride by 
demonstrating that your winery does things 
right.

not, you should have a recall plan in place. You 
always hope you won’t need it, but you need to 
be ready just in case.

And aside from mitigating health risks to 
consumers, who is in charge of evaluating 
the quality of your products throughout the 
fermentation process? It’s likely that the 
winemaker and cellar staff are tasting the 
wines constantly as they sit, but do you have a 
dedicated staff member who conducts sensory 
tests? You might not have the resources for this 
at the moment, but it’s something to strive for 
in the future to ensure the quality of your wine 
is high and your products continue to please 
your customers.
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production

Production KPIs

Batch — Recipe Estimated Costs WIP — Volume Removed for Packaging 
by Month

Batch — General Information

How much of your typical varietal and blend 
products do you need to produce (and sell) to 
fund a new venture into blueberry wine or hard 
cider? These experimental releases might not be as 
profitable as your usual wines at first, so being able 
to see these numbers is helpful as you plan future 
batches.

Use this report to look for trends and patterns — for 
example, you could see if your biggest customer 
suddenly decreased their purchases by 25% this 
year and make a note to investigate the reason.

This will give you all the information about planned, 
in-progress, and completed batches sorted by 
date so you can quickly see what your production 
team has been up to. It can also help you forecast 
possible outcomes for the next harvest season.
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sales

Set & Evaluate Goals: 
Sales
When you’re just starting out, you might have a structure where your owner, 
sales manager, and head winemaker are all the same person. That’s tough to 
sustain over time, assuming you plan to make more wine, improve operations, 
and sell to local bars, bottle shops, or restaurants. Whether you work with 
a third-party distributor or self-distribute, you’ll want to have someone (or 
multiple people, depending on your size) on the team dedicated to managing 
those customer relationships, invoices, and payments.

Create Actionable Goals

Consider the Taproom

To streamline your sales team’s operations 
and, ideally, boost your sales, make sure they 
have actionable goals for each week, month, 
and quarter. Whether it’s making a certain 
number of calls per week, visiting a certain 

How are you positioning transfers between 
the production floor and the tasting room? 
Do you ignore the cost of production? If so, 
your tasting room’s margins will be severely 
inflated. It’s best practice to include the cost 
of the wine when transferring it to the taproom 
so that you can evaluate the performance of 
your taproom separately from the rest of the 
business. The easiest way to account for this 
is to “sell” the product to your taproom at the 
same price you’d sell to a distributor. Of course, 

number of potential customers, or bringing 
in a specific amount of revenue, these goals 
should be agreed-upon, evaluated, and 
updated regularly to ensure the team is on 
target and meeting the business’s needs.

you’re not actually moving the money around, 
but it helps account for the cost it took to 
produce the wine rather than transferring it at 
a $0 cost, which is obviously not in line with 
reality. (Note: You’ll also want to find a way to 
account for shrinkage, whether you’re giving 
away merch and other products to employees, 
distributors, or friends. It’s fine to do this as 
long as it doesn’t get out of control — just 
keep track of it.)



17

salesSales KPIs

Tasting Room KPIs

Customer Invoiced Dollars by Month

Barrels Sold by Month

Tasting Room Transfers 

Labor vs. Income Analysis 

Seasonal Trends

Customer Packaging Type Counts

This report helps track whether sales are dropping, 
increasing, or staying steady so you can adjust 
sales strategies as needed.

You should be projecting this, then comparing after 
the fact to see if you were on track.

The tasting room transfer report will show how 
much of your product you are moving over for any 
given time period.

One element of interest in this type of analysis is 
the amount of income per head count. Once you 
know this number, you can brainstorm ways to 
increase it.

See what seasons have been most successful, 
and look at what products may have boosted 
sales. Consider similar events or releases for other 
seasons to help fill in sales in slower seasons.

This helps the sales team but also helps inform 
production and packaging schedules by showing 
you how long product is sitting before it gets out 
the door.



Running a winery can be overwhelming 
at times, even when you’re doing things 
right. 

With the right tools and strategies, you can make 
day-to-day management easier, improve your team’s 
efficiency, and boost your bottom line.

To summarize the tips in 
this white paper:

• Start with a needs assessment (ideally  
 conducted by a third party or outside  
 observer) to determine the areas of your  
 business that need the most help.

• Don’t have an inventory management  
 system? Get one! It will help your team  
 keep track of important information,   
 forecast inventory needs, identify sales  
 trends, and more.

• Set up your chart of accounts the right  
 way, and make sure you’re using an   
 accounting software that syncs up with  
 your inventory management system.

• Make a plan for growth that includes   
 automation, on-boarding and training, and  
 clear standard operating procedures.

• Use your inventory management system to  
 help plan your production and packaging  
 schedules and assign safety and   
 maintenance tasks to your team.

• Give your sales person (or team) clear,  
 actionable goals and evaluate them   
 regularly.

• Treat your winery like a separate entity  
 so you can judge its performance properly.



At Ekos, we are a group of disruptive innovators empowering craft 
manufacturers all over the world to scale their business, streamline their 
processes, and optimize their teams. Ekos Winemaker was created to help 
wineries make more wine and stop doing so much paperwork. 

Ekos offers simple functionality that can be used by any winemaker, 
inventory specialist, operations manager, owner, or any other team member 
— all with unlimited customer support and unlimited user registrations (for 
no extra charge).

Learn more about how we can help your team at
goekos.com/ekos-winemaker

Reach out 
info@goekos.com
704.973.5640


