Beyond the Rubber Chicken

Creative ways food can make your event memorable

by John Hiatt, Editor of Actevate
Picture this: It’s 4 o’clock and you’ve just attended the last of a series of workshops on, say, doing business internationally. You’re ready to relax, refresh and reflect. The program summons you to a traditional English High Tea. You find an inviting table laden with mouth-watering finger sandwiches, scones, jams and clotted cream. A liveried waitstaff offers a variety of herbal teas.

Chances are you’d treasure that experience, talk it up with other attendees — and remember the event sponsor long after the fact. What a difference from run-of-the-mill food service that seems so … institutional. Haven’t we all had our fill of rubber chicken and medallions de leather?

The good news is that you can turn food service at your event into just that sort of memorable experience, without breaking the bank. It takes some creativity and some negotiating skill. But it’s definitely doable.
Do your homework
“A truly memorable event has to bear the fingerprint of the sponsor, while catering to every guest,” says Executive Chef Pamela Yatvin of Provence Catering, Philadelphia, an off-premises event planning/catering firm. Over the past 16 years, she’s put together events ranging from faculty lunches at the Wharton School to dinners for the U.S. Supreme Court. “Presentation that knocks their socks off can make a huge difference, even when budgets are on the thin side,” she says.

She recommends you have a clear idea of who the audience will be, how you expect the event to progress and how you plan to “divide the budget pie.” Are music and flowers important? What about the décor? Are you willing to give up on X in order to get Y?

Pilar Gutierrez agrees about the need to do your homework. She’s meeting and event planner for Genomic Health, Inc., Redwood City, Calif., and comes to the party with over a decade of experience at hotels like the Mandarin Oriental in San Francisco. “Food choices for a gathering of CEOs are likely to be quite different from those for an event aimed at consumer electronics people,” she says. “You need to have a feeling for how sophisticated their palate is.”

At corporate events in particular, it’s critical to be respectful of different ethnic backgrounds, food preferences and dietary restrictions. “I wouldn’t put on any event without a vegetarian option,” she says. Similarly, if you plan to have an open bar, serve fairly heavy appetizers, and make sure people have enough to eat, if only to take into account potential liability issues.
Make it tie-friendly

At business functions, make sure your food choices are easy to eat, Yatvin says, especially at breaks and lunches. “You don’t want people trying to avoid an embarrassing slip or stain, or hunting for a napkin before shaking hands.” With that in mind, she recommends sticking to tie- and dress-friendly fare.

Creative ideas that won’t break the bank include a cold chicken salad with mandarin oranges and peanuts. At breaks, she’s had good results offering health bars, an assortment of nuts, trail mix and fresh fruit. “But not just any fruit,” she cautions, “oranges are too messy. Pears, apples or bananas are good options.”
Pastas, vegetables and fish (tilapia or salmon) are good choices when budgets are tight, Yatvin says. “People are particularly intrigued by soups these days, especially in the winter months,” she adds. “They are hearty, filling and don’t cost too much to pull together.”

Gutierrez nods her head. “A cold consommé with vegetables, paired with a salad nicoise would be a good way to keep people from going into the second half of their day in a food coma.”
High drama, low dollars

You don’t need to serve up costly filet mignon or Chilean sea bass to make a memorable statement. Some creative options:
· Offer a variety of tapas, cold or warm Spanish appetizers, often combined in Spanish restaurants to create a full meal, which patrons enjoy sharing. Tapas are flavored with garlic, chiles or paprika, cumin, salt, pepper, saffron and usually olive oil.
· Dish up dim sum (which in Cantonese literally means, “touch the heart”). Different versions of dim sum are traditionally served in bamboo steamers. As with tapas, serving sizes are small, with three or four pieces to a dish. Small portions let people try a wide variety. You may want to combine dim sum with something more familiar, such as Thai or Vietnamese spring rolls.
· Serve chocolate, a perennial favorite. We’ve seen Dove bars disappear during afternoon breaks in the summer, and Yatvin has had customers rave about her hand-decorated chocolate desserts and hot chocolate station (best in the winter months). “When it comes to chocolate, all the rules go out the window,” she laughs.
Without question, the biggest “bang for the buck” comes from serving butlered, hot hors d’oeuvres. “People love being fawned over,” says Gutierrez. “And they’ll talk about it long after the event is over.” Her can’t-miss choices are baked brie with Portobello mushrooms, goat-cheese croquettes and baked brie with grape leaves on a slice of endive. Another favorite that disappears quickly: tiny beef Wellingtons wrapped in filo dough.
Sound expensive? Not necessarily. Put hot food in chafing dishes, and people will load up, she says. By comparison, you can bring out a second or third round of hors d’oeuvres in a controlled way, so there’s little waste. Inside tip: People will gather near the doors where the servers come out, and load up on your best offerings. Gutierrez recommends putting the bar somewhere across the room, and also serving your lower-cost items in the first round or two, such as cocktail-size egg rolls. Stagger the lobster ravioli and beef Wellington in later rounds.

Since the worst thing you want is to run out of food, arrange in advance for the kitchen to have a quick solution on hand — something easy to whip up like egg rolls. If you need to cut back on something, consider dropping the vegetable and cheese platters. “They always stay behind,” says Gutierrez.

How to pay for it all
Yes, you may need to give-and-get in order to make your food service memorable. Those petite finger sandwiches at High Tea are labor intensive, after all. “People eat them like gumdrops,” Yatvin says, “so you need five or six per person.” Little wonder — with recipes like smoked salmon on black bread with whipped goat cheese and a sprig of fresh dill. Or how about finely diced tarragon chicken salad on thin-sliced whole wheat? Yum. 
Gutierrez shares these budget-stretching options that give you the breathing room you need to do something special like that:

· Opt for self-serve buffets or box lunches during the day. Hold back the dessert you’d normally serve at lunch, and present it during the afternoon break. That way you’re not paying extra for something that typically goes to waste at lunchtime.
· Negotiate with the venue to pay on a consumption basis for soda, beer or wine, rather than pay a high per-person rate. You might pay $45 per person for an open bar, but a lot of people don’t drink or may only have one.
· Find out if you can provide your own liquor or wine and pay a corkage fee (typically $15 per bottle). You might otherwise pay $90 a bottle for something available at the supermarket for half that. Even with service charges you typically save $25 a bottle, Gutierrez says.
· Ask if the hotel will roll over guarantees to the next day, if you don’t get enough people at your evening affair. Or if they will waive room rental, or cover guest parking.
As you can imagine, the venue isn’t likely to volunteer these special deals. But many hotels and other venues accommodate requests like these — if you ask for them. Remember the old saying, “No you’ve got, yes you can get.” And that’s particularly true if you are motivated to provide your attendees with knock-their-socks-off food service that sets the tone from the first course to the last.
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