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An interview with TOPGOLF’s 
Chief Operating Officer for U.S. Venues, 
Craig Kessler and Head of Beverage, 

Emily Lenderman



2

44  Distillers 

100  Wineries 

4 Non-Alcohol 
Historic. 

Authentic. 
Independent Brands. 
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WINE:  30 Degrees • A to Z Wineworks • Abadia de Poblet • Abrupt • Affentaler • Akashi-Tai Sake • Altocedro • Anko • Aquinas • Artesa • 
Azevedo • B Side • Black Magnolia • Bonny Doon • Brokenwood • Clos Cantenac • Le Caprice de Clémentine • Chambers Rosewood • 
Chapter 24 • Clos du Val • Codorníu • Champagne Collet • Corley Family • Coeur Clémentine • Criss Cross • Crooked Path • The Crusher • 
Cullen • d'Arenberg • Dry Creek Vineyard • Echo Echo • Maison L’Envoyé • Farm Napa Valley • FEL • Ferreira Porto • Casa Ferreirinha • 
Finca Flichman • Formation • Framingham • Frisk • Gazela • Giant Steps • Graham & Fisk’s • Grgich Hills • Greg Norman • Greywacke • 
Gundlach Bundschu • Herdade do Peso • Innocent Bystander • Into the Woods • JaM Cellars • John Anthony • John Duval • Joseph 
Phelps • Kilikanoon • Lagar de Bezana • Lamadrid • Legaris • Leeuwin • Lenz Moser • Mancan • Manotsuru Sake • Martinelli • Mateus • 
Milbrandt • Moletto • Bodegas Montecillo • Mont-Ferrant • Monticello • Château Muhkrani • Domaine de Nizas • Nobody’s Hero • 
Nuviana • Offley Porto • Osborne Sherry • Parxet • Penley • Plata Wine Partners • Portal del Montsant • Poggiotondo • Viña Pomal • 
Puramun • Quady • Raimat • Raventos d’Alella • Rex Hill • Rombauer • Rose & Arrow • Rosé Spritz • Ryan Patrick • Sandeman • Scala 
Dei • Schlumberger • Schug • Séptima • Shallow Seas • Shoofly • Silk & Spice • Soléna • Stickybeak • Taonga • Tapiz • Tassajara • TeHo & 
Zaha • Tionio • Titiana • True Oak • Truchard • Umberto Fiore • Verum • Wapisa • Zolo 

SPIRITS:  135 East Gin • 4 Copas Tequila • Admiral Rodney Rum • Askur Yggdrasil Gin • Bärenjäger • Bepi Tosolini • Bounty Rum • 
Busnel Calvados • By the Dutch • Casa d’Aristi • Costa del Sole • Chairman's Reserve Rum • Clase Azul • Rhum Clément • Distiller’s Art 
Whisky • El de Bateo Mezcal • Espero Tequila • La Fée Absinthe • Ferdinand’s Gin • Flybird Cocktails • Hatozaki Whisky • Helix Vodka • 
Rhum JM • Kleiner Feigling • Laird's Applejack • Lazzaroni • Mamont Vodka • Clos Martin Armagnac • Mezan Rum • Mossburn Whisky • 
Mozart Chocolate Liqueurs • Myrrha Vermut • Padró & Co. Vermouth • La Pinta Pomegranate • Amaro Ramazzotti • Cognac Réviseur • 
Schlaederer • Silkie Whiskey • Spirit of Hven • Square One Organic • Stroh 160 • Tanteo Tequila • Fratelli Vergnano • Vya Vermouth 

NON-ALCOHOL:  Codorníu Zero • Icelandic Glacial Water • Twisted Alchemy Cold-Pressed Juice • Square One Organic Mixers 
 

www.trellisdrinks.com 

Introducing the newest member of the Trellis family: 

Mary Melton 
CZAR OF THE BAR 

 
Kelsey Ivor 
AMBASSADOR OF  

WINE & SPIRITS INTELLIGENCE 

 
Brandon Crisler 

DEPT. OF BEVERAGE ARRANGEMENT 

 
Heather Wallace 

DIRECTOR OF DOCKETS & DOSSIERS 

 
Mark Crisler 
FOUNDER &  
CHIEF EVERYTHING OFFICER 

 
Mary Melton 

CZAR OF THE BAR 

 
Rachel 
EGG MANAGER 

EASTERN DIVISION 
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Mike Raven: In this segment of ITM 
Journal’s operator interviews series, 
we have invited Mark Crisler, Founder 
and Chief Everything Officer of Trellis 
Wines and Spirits, our sponsor of this 
Topgolf segment, to be a part of the 
process. Mark has been a leader 
in the national account business 
for many years and we welcome 
his perceptive in this interview. For 
this issue, we are pleased to have 
Topgolf’s Chief Operating Officer 
for U.S. Venues, Craig Kessler, and 
Topgolf’s Head of Beverage, Emily 

Lenderman talking with us about this 
extraordinary concept.

Mike Raven: Can you tell us a little about 
yourselves and what your position 
entails in everyday operations?

Craig Kessler: I began my career with 
Topgolf almost four years ago, and 
it’s been a remarkable, challenging 
and exciting journey ever since. I am 
responsible for the U.S. venue business, 
which today includes nearly 60 venues 
and almost 20,000 Associates. The role 

An interview with TOPGOLF’s 
Chief Operating Officer for U.S. Venues, Craig Kessler 

and Head of Beverage, Emily Lenderman

Craig Kessler Emily Lenderman
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Arkansas

Sangria
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entails innovation and revenue-growth 
initiatives, F&B, training, operations, 
and most importantly, a strong focus on 
building teams and strengthening our 
culture – two of the secret ingredients 
to Topgolf’s success.

Emily Lenderman: I started my Topgolf 
journey in 2009 at our first U.S. location 
in Alexandria, Virginia. As I worked 
multiple positions and moved my way 
up to be a part of the Management 
Team, I fell in love with the company, 
the concept and the people. I quickly 
realized this is what I wanted to do with 
my future and be part of a growing 
brand. I opened our next Virginia 
location before heading to Dallas and 
have been part of the Corporate F&B 
Team since then. My position now entails 
beverage innovation and supporting 
our U.S. venues to execute our national 
beverage program.

Mike: Here’s a simple question: What is 
it that makes Topgolf so much fun?

Emily: The game, food & beverage 
offerings, and most importantly, the 
people. Our one-of-a-kind technology 
and atmosphere create a fun 
environment for all demographics. We 
strive to create innovative food and 
beverage offerings to match Topgolf’s 
unique brand. Lastly, the energy of 
Topgolf brings out a special layer 
of excitement from our associates 
that helps to create an enjoyable 
atmosphere.

Mark Crisler: What do you see as your 
“magic sauce” that keeps people 
coming back to your locations?

Emily: I believe our “magic sauce” that 
keeps people coming back to Topgolf 
is the culture. Our mission is to create 
moments that matter for everyone, as 
this is what will create a memorable 
experience and bring them back for 
another visit. We strive for incredible 
hospitality, to make guests feel 
special when they visit us, and hope 
to make a lasting impression.

Mike: Do you see Topgolf changing 
the way it does business for the 
foreseeable near future? Is there a 
positive spin to get out of the current 
pandemic conditions?

Craig: While we can’t share all of our 
forward-looking plans, we can tell 
you that we believe the pandemic 
has given brands like ours permission 
to innovate in ways that may not 
have been possible several months 
ago. And, as we always have, we 
will continue to be laser-focused 
on creating the best Associate and 
Guest experiences that we can.

Mark: To expand on Mike’s last 
question, what are you finding in this 
“unnormal” time that is helping your 
venues to continue to drive success?

Emily: Prior to reopening our venues, 
we implemented many safety 
measures to protect our associates 
and guests, and help make them feel 
as comfortable as possible during 
this difficult time. From responsible 
social distancing to using the highest 
standard of cleanliness and associate 
health and safety procedures, we’re 
able to build trust and drive walk-
in visits to help us continue to be 
successful. In addition to the added 

The Nines
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Augusta

dividers between our bays, we 
believe the outdoor environment 
has contributed to the positive 
guest feedback we’ve been 
receiving.

Mike: I believe you were planning 
on opening some smaller venues. 
In this current environment do 
you still expect to continue with 
those plans?

Emily: Yes! We are extremely 
excited about this new, single-
level, open-concept venue 
prototype. We opened our first 
one in Augusta, Georgia at the 
end of June and our second 
location just opened recently in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee. We are 
looking to introduce this venue 
concept in additional markets 
next year and beyond.
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DepartureMark: With reduced staffing, new
safety precautions and concerned 
guests, how are you finding that 
you are looking at and/or actively 
changing your F&B offerings for your 
guests? Do you see these changes as 
temporary (less than a year) or as the 
next evolution in your F&B strategy?

Emily: With the reduced staffing and 
changes in safety precautions, first 
we have updated our physical menus 
to a double-sided, reduced menu to 
help the ease of execution, supply 
chain and training as we reopened 
our venues. In addition, we have 
provided guests with QR codes to 
access our menu online, like many 
other restaurants and concepts 
have done. During the pandemic, 
it also gave us a chance to deep 
dive into our product mix, guest 
insights and operative feedback 
to determine how to simplify the 
menu but maintain some of our core 
menu items. As we saw consumers 
gravitate to familiar brands, we have 
redesigned our menu to feature some 
of the classic beverage items with a 
few of Topgolf’s signature cocktails. 
Although these changes could be 
part of our future F&B strategy, we 
will continue to innovate, elevate 
and find efficiencies.

Mark: Expanding on the previous 
question, are you thinking that more 
single service adult beverages (e.g., 
premade cocktails [RTDs], Wine in 
Can, Spritzes in small sizes) as well 
as large beer sizes will play a bigger 
part in your beverage offerings?

Emily: Although we are seeing many 
brands producing RTDs, we want 

to allow our bartenders to be able 
to express their creativity in making 
cocktails. We will continue to closely 
monitor COVID-19 consumer trends 
and revisit if RTDs will be a good fit for 
our program in the upcoming months. 
We are, however, seeing a decrease 
in draft beer interest from our guests 
and seeing a shift to package beers. 
I do think package beers will play a 
large part in our beverage program as 
we have also seen significant success 
of beer buckets (where allowed) pre-
COVID-19 and post reopen.

Mark: The health crisis has changed 
how we all see and approach our 
businesses. With or without that in 
mind, what would you say is the thing 
that keeps you up at night?

Craig: The thing I think about more 
than anything is how to maintain the 
trust, confidence and excitement that 
both our Associates and our Guests 
have always had when it comes to 
Topgolf. If our stakeholders continue to 
believe in our purpose of connecting 
people in meaningful ways, and we 
continue to lead with authenticity, we 
believe that Topgolf will emerge from 
the pandemic as strong as ever.

Watch a Topgolf "Happy Hour" video with     
pro golfer Paige Spiranac in Las Vegas
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