Driving Sales
with Signature
Beverage Programs
Seizing the Signature Beverage Opportunity
Simply put, a signature beverage delights customers and drives sales. That’s true whether it’s a
colorful cocktail with a Hollywood film theme, an exotic tropical vacation in a glass or a specialty
libation in a collectible cup that recalls World Series thrills for years to come.
Everywhere from casual dining restaurants to brewpubs, sports concessions and upscale movie
theaters, signature drinks create meaningful, differentiated guest experiences.

“Signature drinks are huge. If you can have some
fun with it, and you can put a little bit of a story
behind it, then it’s an easy marketing lever.”
—Chris Purcell, director of food and beverage for Tilted Kilt Pub & Eatery based in Tempe, Ariz.
That was just one of many perspectives on beverage marketing discussed during a roundtable
of foodservice executives at this year’s National Restaurant Association Show in Chicago. It was
sponsored by Whirley-DrinkWorks!, a designer and manufacturer of custom and collectible drinkware.
Much of the talk at the roundtable centered on the impact that signature beverages have on guests. In
fact, a well-executed signature cocktail could exert an even greater marketing pull than the signature
entrées on a restaurant’s menu, says Sean Parisi, formerly director of beverage for Chicago-based
Levy Restaurants and now with Constellation Brands. “The beverage could very much be a driving
factor in drawing customers in to have that experience,” he says. “In today’s world where food is so
competitive, we have seen beverage can be a huge differentiator.”
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“It’s the drinkware, it’s the
story. It’s the commitment,
the relevance in the
marketplace. All of that
is very important.”
— Sean Parisi, Constellation Brands

Signature drinks can play a vital role in enhancing restaurant beverage programs, according to Ira
Gleser, vice president of industry relations for Whirley-DrinkWorks! “In a recent survey of restaurant
operators we conducted with Nation’s Restaurant News, only 34 percent of respondents said they
were completely satisfied with their beverage program,” says Gleser. “Signature drinks can be a great
way to surprise and delight your guests, and keep them coming back for more.”

Anatomy of a Signature Drink
Parisi sketched the archetypical signature drink: “It’s got to have good ingredients. It’s got to
have a story behind it. It has to be relevant and authentic to your market. And you have to be
committed to marketing it.”
Embodying those qualities are the signature drinks that Levy promoted at Churchill Downs for the
Kentucky Derby and Kentucky Oaks races in May. The iconic mint-and-bourbon Mint Julep was
presented in a collectible Collins glass screen-printed with the logo of the 142nd Derby. Also on sale
was the Oaks Lily, the signature pink-hued vodka-and-cranberry libation, in a stemless wine glass also
with a screen-printed logo. The race logos are unique every year, making each glass a collector’s item.
“Between the two glasses, we do 250,000 signature glassware pieces on the weekend,” says Parisi.

Key Considerations
For A Signature Drink
• Freshness
• Relevance
• Commitment
• Story & theme
• Authenticity
• Presentation
• Glassware
• Localization
• Seasonality
• Guest palate

A number of factors mesh in the creation of hit signature drinks like those. “It’s the drinkware,” says
Parisi. “It’s the story. It’s the commitment, the relevance in the marketplace. All of that is very important.”
“Indeed, beverage can play a key role in differentiating a concept and authenticating a brand
experience. “We are all searching for value, authenticity and to be real with our consumer,” says
Peter Zilper, vice president of operational excellence and food and beverage for the sports and
entertainment division of Aramark, a Philadelphia-based onsite management company. “And we’re
saying it in different ways. Stay true to your brand. Have the right mix, but ultimately, it’s about
finding that sweet spot of just being real.”
Freshness, seasonality and localization also matter in signature drinks, according to Jim Doak, vice
president of menu and beverage innovation for Houston-based Ignite Restaurant Group, parent of the
Joe’s Crab Shack and Brick House Tavern + Tap restaurant chains.
Ignite is focusing on fresh, seasonal ingredients in summer drinks such as a Cucumber Southside
cocktail and summer sangria with mango and strawberry. “They are just delicious drinks that make
you want to sit on the patio and sip a cocktail,” says Doak. “And they really help drive Brick House
sales in the summer months.”
Local connections are important as well, Doak notes, with Ignite’s Texas restaurants touting Texas
bourbon and its Louisville locations running strong Kentucky bourbon programs.
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Another vital factor to consider in signature drinks is the evolving palate of the guest, particularly
young adults in the millennial and Generation Z ranks, says Zilper. “They grew up on sweeter drinks,”
says Zilper. “So you are seeing batch cocktails that are sweeter and wine blends that are sweeter. At
the same time, the classics have started to come back. It’s cool to have a Manhattan again.”
For beverage marketers that adds up to “an environment that is much more dynamic, much more
interesting, with a lot more flavors,” Zilper says.
Another roundtable participant spoke about the intangibles, such as theme and personality, that
help a signature drink take off. “People want a drink that’s going to be fun and that they can talk about
and laugh about and feel good about,” says Les Padzensky, vice president of food and beverage of
Warren Theatres, a luxury theater company based in Wichita, Kan.

Do’s & Don’ts For The
Right Beverage Mix
Do: Consider how a variety of options
will affect order time and sales
Do: Have your serving staff suggest
alternate options
Do: Stay true to your brand
Don’t: Go overboard with the number
of choices
Don’t: Assume guests are locked into
a single product
Don’t: Try to be something you’re not

For Warren, signature drinks with movie-inspired names like Iron Man and Batman offer guests “a
three-hour getaway” at the theatre, Padzensky says. For the recent “Star Wars” film, Warren created
a signature drink garnished with a glowing stir stick resembling a light saber. “The drinks were lit up
when they went into the theater,” says Padzensky. “They sold out in barely a day and a half.”
Gleser commented on the benefits of collaboration between operators and Whirley-DrinkWorks!
“I think where we come in is having the ability to work with operators and retail partners, and really
understand what the goal is and then helping create or customize something that’s going to take the
delivery of that signature drink to a new level,” says Gleser.

Conceptualizing
Signature Drinks
Roundtable participants also discussed choosing the
optimum number and variety of beverages, and the
effect that has on speed of service.
In some cases fewer choices is better. Although it may
be tempting to expand the menu with trendy new spirits,
craft beers and fad cocktails, there is a risk that excessive
selection will frustrate customers, slow ordering and service
and hinder sales.
Parisi warns against losing sight of “those tried-and-true
brands that maybe 60 percent of the population would be
satisfied with.”
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The Benefits
Of Drinkware
• Takeaway for guests
• Expands the brand message outside
of the operation
• Shapes the experience
• Tangible and tactile

Key Learnings About
Signature Beverages
• Signature beverages deliver a unique, differentiated
experience that drive guest satisfaction and sales.

Having the right beverage mix encourages the guest “to migrate through a number of quality beverage
experiences,” Parisi says. And don’t assume that guests are locked into a single product. “There
seems to be this conception that a craft beer drinker is only going to drink craft beer, but we don’t see
that to be true. It is not uncommon for guests to start with craft beer and then move on later to a light
beer or a cocktail,” he says.
“We make sure that there’s choice available to the consumer and quality of choice in any
category,” says Parisi. “I think that ultimately will lead to the greatest number of repeat purchases.”

The Power of Drinkware
Participants also discussed several ways that drinkware shapes the signature beverage experience.
“In terms of best practices, some of the most successful signature drink programs we are seeing
in foodservice focus on creating a beverage that is a unique statement of your brand, in terms of
the ingredients, the name and the drinkware it is served in, and promoting it effectively through
advertising, POS merchandising and suggestive selling by the staff,” says Gleser.

• Quality ingredients, freshness, seasonality, local
ties, authenticity and a compelling story all are
essential attributes of signatures.

For CraftWorks Restaurants & Breweries, promotional drinkware, such as Oktoberfest beer glasses, is
“a celebration of an event and a guest experience” for customers who are loyalty program members,
says Stan Frankenthaler, chief officer of food, beverage and strategic supply for the Denver-based
parent company of the Old Chicago Pizza & Taproom, Gordon Biersch Brewery Restaurant and Rock
Bottom Restaurant & Brewery chains.

• Having the right number and variety of beverage
choices on the menu facilitates ordering and service
and enriches the guest’s beverage experience.

“For us in concessions, the signature drink glass can be the cheapest and most impactful souvenir
for the guest,” says Parisi. “But even in a restaurant, I think my guests are very much looking at the
overall experience of the shape of that glass, and how they interact with it is a relevant part.”

• A signature beverage ultimately provides a
customized guest experience that is true to the
brand, authentic and memorable.

When promotional drinkware goes home with a guest, it extends the operator’s brand “beyond the
four walls” of the establishment, Zilper observes. “You have a cool mason jar or a souvenir cup that
reminds you of winning a championship. That’s important for folks.”

• Unique souvenir drinkware adds to the guest’s
experience and emphasizes the brand’s core equities.

Serving guests signature beverages
in the right drinkware “is becoming
more important again in restaurants,”
Frankenthaler says. “And I think
it’s also a tangible, tactile experience
in a more and more virtual world.”
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