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“We’re very hopeful” is the 
resounding statement heard across 
the U.S. and beyond. 

Has the spending begun? Have 
catered events of all kinds returned?

As the end of 2021 arrived, we spoke 
(and listened) to several executives 
from across the U.S. offering their 
take regarding various aspects of 
catering business. Here’s a recap:

Full service 
corporate events & 
meetings
Sacks noted earlier in the year that 
small to medium local and regional 
meetings would begin to pop on 
the calendar for Q3 2021 and later, 
including SMERF (social, military, 
educational, religious, and fraternal) 
events, as well as corporate events. 

In the Fall issue of Catersource, Carl Sacks, Executive 
Director for Leading Caterers of America, offered mid-
year predictions regarding how he felt the remaining few 
months of 2021 would unfold. “There has been a massive 
buildup of asset-based household wealth in the U.S.,” he 
noted. “This is in part because of the remarkable (and 
sometimes perplexing) runup in the stock market [up to 
mid-Q3], and because of spending deferred during the 
pandemic. Most U.S. workers, particularly in white collar 
jobs, have remained employed during the pandemic. 
They have been banking a lot of their pay due to deferred 
spending on vacations, restaurant meals, sports and 
entertainment, and other typical activities.”

The Foreseeable Future 

PASSED APPETIZERS, SERVED 
DURING A 2020 WEDDING 

ON THE EAST COAST, WERE 
MOST DEFINITELY A LUXURY 
FOR ANY EVENT WITH AN IN-

PERSON ASPECT DURING THE 
PANDEMIC. PHOTO COURTESY 
JACLYN WATSON EVENTS AND 

JAG STUDIOS
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It’s a mixed bag, depending upon region. In some areas, 
employees are returning to corporate offices, in other 
areas not at all. Employers are skittish in some regions 
about spending, others look to spending money on their 
employees as an investment in company culture and staff 
appreciation. 

In the Chicago area as of mid-November, mask mandates 
are still in place, and very few companies have welcomed 
their employees back to the office. “It’s a ghost town 
during the week,” said Catering by Michaels’ Director of 
Operations, Jeff Ware. “We have not seen any pickup yet 
in the day-to-day corporate events, meetings, or specialty 
drop off division. It’s still very slow. Where we have seen 
the pickup is in the educational market: most of our schools 
and universities are fully back on campus and we’ve seen 
the return from that sector.”

In the Denver area, Ingrid Nagy, Founder and CEO of 
Catering by Design noted that the activity for proposals is 
high, but due to the spike in COVID cases in the area, “not 
a lot of people are pulling the trigger.” Nagy believes the 
company won’t see a lot of corporate business until spring 
of 2022.

In Dallas, Craig James, Regional Vice President of Food 
Glorious Food says corporate business is picking up, but 
“a lot of what we are seeing is a two-week lead time, which 
makes things a little messy.” He believes they will see people 
back to the office by January.

In Las Vegas, an entirely different story is unfolding. “We 

see 65,000 people at football games, concerts, whatever!” 
says Pam Howatt, President of Divine Events. “Fingers 
crossed, our positivity rate is only 6.7% and has been 
maintaining that for the last month or so, which is pretty 
amazing what with all of the activity that’s going on. 
Our business has been an amazing mix of small business 
meetings and a lot of private events. We were 82% to 83% 
corporate before COVID, so we are hopeful, [all is] looking 
positive right now.”

In San Francisco, catering businesses relying on corporate 
spends are still suffering, with mask mandates still in place. 
At Taste Catering, company president Mags Teskey noted 
that, due to frequent communication with corporate clients, 
the company hopes to see a lot of spring business in lieu of 
holiday and autumn 2021 business.

In the New York and Connecticut areas, Jeffrey Selden, 
Managing Partner of Marcia Selden Catering & Events 
noted that one of their largest corporate clients had just 
reopened its offices, bringing back 2,000 employees. “They 
are planning full steam ahead as if everything is normal,” he 
said. However, certification of vaccination and testing for 
everyone who walks on their property, even for a delivery, 
makes things difficult when working with outside vendors.

In Portland, Oregon, a “triple whammy” of challenges to 
corporate events arose over 2020 and into 2021. COVID, 
the riots, and a grim homeless situation in the core 
downtown area has kept workers from returning to their 
desks and businesses boarded up. The mask mandate is in 
play until February 2022, which will hopefully curb the 

THE FORESEEABLE FUTURE 

BUFFETS ARE FINALLY ON 
THE WAY BACK INTO EVENTS 
IN 2022 AND BEYOND. PHOTO 

COURTESY JACLYN WATSON 
EVENTS AND JAG STUDIOS
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Neumann noted that office building 
occupancies are approximately 10% 
to 20% in New York City—maybe. 
When people return, he believes 100% 
occupancy will "normally" look like 
60% occupancy, despite that many of 
the large commercial office buildings 
are—either in conjunction with their 
major tenants or on their own—
building out major amenity spaces: 
gyms, conference centers, restaurants, 
cafes, to make their employees feel 
good about returning. 

Ghost kitchens will also significantly 
affect a caterer’s ability to jump back 
into the market. One significant 
barrier to caterers: building 
management wants to reduce the 
number of people entering the 
building. “But if you are a ghost 
kitchen doing 20 brands, then you’re 
satisfying 20 different taste levels, 
20 different options in one delivery. 
[Corporate catering] has not just been 
changed by this, it has been blown 
apart. I don’t know what it will look 
like in six months or a year—or ever,” 
said Neumann.

Another delivery barrier in the New 
York City market is the switch from 
mass transit and crowded subway cars 
to an increase in personal cars on the 
streets and highways into and out of 
the city. Delivery times are increasing 
significantly, says Robin Selden, 
Partner and Executive Chef, Marcia 
Selden Catering & Events. “Paying 
labor to make these deliveries doesn’t 
even make sense anymore because I 
can’t charge enough to make them 
worthwhile; so, we’re just trying to get 
out of it entirely.” 

On the opposite end of the country, 
however, a light glimmers for the VT 
Group in Portland. As hotels become 
unable to handle food service due to 
staffing issues, food supply, or smaller 
customer base, the VT Group has 
been hired to go in with box lunches, 
catered meals, and mostly delivery 
and drop off for hotel ballrooms 
and meeting rooms. “There are 
opportunities that come from odd 
places,” Art Fortuna, President, says, 
noting also that a local golf course 
needed help with staffing for their 

hold COVID has in that area.

In Los Angeles, experiential 
marketing events are happening full 
tilt. Marketers didn’t spend well 
in 2021, and if they don’t spend it 
now, they might not get that budget 
back in subsequent years, says Nace 
Neubauer, CEO of Contemporary 
Catering. “They are finding ways to 
spend it right now, so the stuff that is 
happening is happening at premium 
rates. Like $125,000 for a 40-person 
sales dinner. In a backyard.”

Corporate delivery 
catering
“I remember that part of the 
business,” said Paul Neumann, 
President, Neumann’s Kitchen (New 
York City) with a rueful smile “…it 
was back in 2019.” The consensus is 
that corporate delivery has essentially 
disappeared in New York City. 
“It’s not really coming back in any 
recognizable form or necessarily a 
form we are going to jump back into, 
so it’s one of the factors that makes 
us consider what Neumann’s Kitchen 
2020-21-22 is now versus what it was 
up until the pandemic.” 

“Paying labor to 
make [corporate 
catering] deliveries 
doesn't even make 
sense anymore 
because I can't 
charge enough 
to make them 
worthwhile.” 
— Robin Selden, Partner and Executive 
Chef, Marcia Selden Catering & Events

(HERE) A BOXED MEAL 
FROM 2020 FOR A DRIVE-
IN FUNDRAISER.  PHOTO 

COURTESY FOOTERS 
CATERING. (BELOW) DELIVERY 

TIMES ARE INCREASING 
SIGNIFICANTLY IN NEW YORK 

CITY AS PEOPLE TAKE TO 
THEIR PERSONAL VEHICLES 

INSTEAD OF USING MASS 
TRANSIT.  

PHOTO: INGIMAGE
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tournaments. “They had the food but didn’t have the 
service staff, so we provided that. They were thrilled to get 
somebody who knows what they’re doing instead of the 
high school kids they usually use. There are opportunities.”

Tracy Vessillo, President, Puff ‘n Stuff Catering in Florida 
agrees. “Puff didn’t really play in the corporate delivery 
world before, but what we are starting to see happen is 
that it’s a little safer for corporations to have a meeting and 
have a corporate delivery opposed to a big function. A lot 
of traditional foodservice companies that had a traditional 
café …the population isn’t there anymore and they can’t 
afford to go in and produce food. We’ve had a couple 
of foodservice companies come to us and say, ‘will you 
produce the food for us?’ They’ll brand it and have their 
employees heat it up and serve it. We have actually picked 
up a decent amount of business doing that.”  

Back in Chicago, Ware remarks that, “the delivery business 
is critical to our business, so we have to make it work. 

“We won’t see anything else in 2021; but we are definitely 
hearing from our corporate clients that they are remodeling 
offices, building more meeting rooms and less cubicles, 
and facilitating the future of what they see the workplace 
looking like: a place where people are going to come to be 
together; and that creates opportunity for us. We’ve seen a 
lot of corporate clients that are reaching out to us and other 
caterers in the market for a formal RFP process, saying they 
want to change the way catering works in their buildings; 
we don’t want to have 20 different people coming in 
delivering, they want to streamline to two or three providers 
for catering. We have a lot in our delivery pipeline as soon 
as the lights go on.”

Life cycle events & social 
entertaining 
In early Q3, Sacks pointed to a robust recovery of 
weddings, quinceañeras, mitzvahs, and other social events. 
“Some of these have been rescheduled from the pandemic 
months, but much of this business is just part of the typical 
flow of life.” He also noted that social entertaining “will 
start to recover substantially.”

This prediction was recently echoed by The Wall Street 
Journal on November 28, when it published, “Planning a 
Wedding for 2022 May Be Harder than Finding Your Soul 
Mate”—citing that wedding planners and vendors across 
the U.S. are reporting record numbers of inquiries and 
bookings through 2024. The article cited projections from 
The Knot website, which stated “an estimated 2.6 million 
weddings will take place in the U.S. in 2022, a record high. 
Around the same number of weddings have been set in 
2021, leading to vendors and venues finding themselves 
overbooked and, in some cases, increasing prices.”

Sacks remarked that in a show of hands at a recent Q4 
meeting for on premise caterers, most of them “are so 
booked [for weddings] that they can’t find the space to 
accommodate them all.” 

This is certainly true in Cincinnati, where the three venues 
owned by Funky’s Catering are 82% booked. A fourth 
is opening soon and Principal Michael Forgus hopes the 
backlog of inquiries will ease into that venue as well. “I’ve 
never been this far booked in advance at this time for the 
upcoming year. I think weddings are going to stay strong 
through 2023.”

A WEDDING FROM GRANDE AFFAIRES, A SOCIAL DIVISION OF DECO PRODUCTIONS, WAS SCHEDULED FOR 
MAY 2, 2020 AND WAS POSTPONED DUE TO COVID-19. THE WEDDING INSTEAD TOOK PLACE ON AUGUST 8, 

2020 WITH A SMALLER GUEST LIST. PHOTO COURTESY MANDY LYNN PHOTOGRAPHY

https://www.wsj.com/articles/planning-a-wedding-for-2022-may-be-harder-than-finding-your-soul-mate-11638018000?mod=Searchresults_pos3&page=1
https://www.wsj.com/articles/planning-a-wedding-for-2022-may-be-harder-than-finding-your-soul-mate-11638018000?mod=Searchresults_pos3&page=1
https://www.wsj.com/articles/planning-a-wedding-for-2022-may-be-harder-than-finding-your-soul-mate-11638018000?mod=Searchresults_pos3&page=1
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At the Connecticut Wedding Group, “not only are we 
booking these dates,” says Executive Vice President 
Jonathan Jennings, “but we are booking them at a higher 
price point than before. …As couples fill in the details of 
their weddings, they’re spending money.” Jennings points 
to the pent-up demand from 2020 and 2021. “A lot of 
these people extended their engagements, and it just seems 
like everybody is ready to spend money…buying all of the 
options and amenities that are available, buying the best of 
everything. We’re very hopeful that it will transition into a 
very nice year next year.”

At Divine Events in Las Vegas, Sales Director Rebecca 
Gullixson has seen in the last quarter of 2021, “an 
uptick in higher dollar, higher volume celebrations of life. 
Really going all out, pulling out all the stops with bar 
packages and action stations, the whole nine yards. Really 
celebrating the occasion.” 

On the East Coast, says Robin 
Selden, “clients are looking 
for different and exciting 
things to electrify their guests, 
we’re doing a lot of celebrity 
work, we’re bringing in name 
acts—because they just have 
the money to spend. We’re 
also doing a lot of destination 
stuff, which is not our forte, 
but we’ll take it! We had three 
destination weddings in one 
weekend because of COVID 
and all the changes of dates; it’s 
crazy stuff but really exciting.”

Says Sacks, “Clearly, there are a 
lot of rich people in this country 
who have more money than they 
know what to do with.”

Fundraisers & galas
“Fundraisers and galas are already happening [in 2021],” 
said Sacks earlier this year, “sometimes as hybrid events, 
and sometimes as face-to-face events. It will probably be 
2022 before we start to see fully reloaded gala schedules.” 

And, despite that New York City typically holds galas 
during the week, much of the rest of the country points to 
weekends as gala fundraiser prime time—especially during 
prime wedding season.

This concern was echoed by Lizzy Desibia, Vice President, 
Russell Morin Catering & Events in Massachusetts: the 
request from clients to push their non-profit galas into Q3 
(prime wedding season) has created a conundrum. Keep the 
corporate client or  decline a lucrative wedding contract? 

In the Dallas area, Craig James noted that non-profit 
events are back and are even 50% higher in attendance 
than pre-COVID. “What used to be a 300- to 400-person 
event is now a 600- to 800-person event.” What makes the 
event most challenging? Budgets for non-profits remain at 
pre-COVID levels. More people, same amount of spend.

In the Midwest region, non-profit events are returning with 
average guest counts. Major corporations, however, are not 
expected to return to events until January 2022. 

In Portland, OR, Fortuna notes that much of VT Group’s 
non-profit business has moved into “some kind of virtual 
or hybrid event” where “maybe 100 people will be at an 
event and the rest of them will be online in some way or 
another.” He notes that before the variant took hold, there 
was a surge of activity in the summer, but the company 
returned to virtual models into Q4. “It’s a roller coaster.”

In the Los Angeles area, 800 
employees working a recent 
event were required to be PCR 
Rapid tested on site as well as 
provide proof of vaccination 
to even walk on the property. 
Everyone is doing this “at an 
extremely high cost,” notes 
Neubauer, “but it’s reducing 
other parts of the budget. 
Clients are allocating $30,000 
to $40,000 on the event just to 
manage the COVID protocol.”

In the Midwest, Catering 
Creations’ Sous Chef Jenny 
Bast said that outdoor tented 
events have been successful…
maybe too successful in one 

instance. “We had a turn-out of 
600 people when we were expecting 400.” At that event, 
no proof of vaccination was required. A second event, 
however, which did require POV, had average attendance. 
The spring season of 2022, she commented, looks very 
positive for non-profit work.

The foreseeable future
As the country emerges from the pandemic, challenges 
remain high for every company, no matter what region of 
the country one is located in. Supply chain issues, staffing 
depletion, artificial intelligence shaping the workforce to 
tackle tasks faster and more cheaply, deciding whether the 
retention of certain aspects of pandemic business such as 
virtual and hybrid events is worth keeping, and whether 
minimum wage increases will impact companies heavily are 
many of the lingering thoughts. Time will tell.  

A VIRTUAL FUNDRAISER TREAT BOX FROM MARCIA SELDEN 
CATERING . PHOTO COURTESY JEFFREY SELDEN



Flexible Staffing Solutions to Avoid 
Event Peak Burnout.
While the catering industry is on the road to recovery, 
there continue to be obstacles in our new normal. One 
pressing issue that all caterers across the country—and 
the globe—have had to battle with is staffing. Owners 
and managers are working harder than ever to ensure 
that service standards are up to par with fewer staff than 
ever before. This past month, the International Caterers 
Association (ICA) hosted a roundtable event for caterers 
and staffing suppliers to discuss how to best remedy this 
staffing crisis as we continue to build back and approach 
peak season over the holidays. 

Three ways to staff your catering business
As we look ahead, there are three ways you can start to 
staff your catering business for events as we approach the 
holiday season—not only to ensure you have the team you 
need to execute flawless events, but also so you don’t burn 
out the team you have!

In-house, full-time staff
Team members are guaranteed a minimum number of 
hours a week. As business returns, they may need to work 
in a versatile role that includes both administrative and 
service roles to fill that 40-hour workweek.

In-house, part-time staff
Those on a permanent roster for event staffing.

Temp & staffing agencies
Banquet servers, line chefs, etc. hired via an agency for a 
specific event on an as-needed basis.

While we’d all love to be able to have a fully staffed team 
with an in-house roster of dedicated employees, it’s not the 
reality as our industry recovers.

How can you best use these options as you continue to 
build back? Use temp agencies you trust and when you can, 
invest in talent that will grow with your team.

Not all staffi ng agencies are created equal
Most caterers will have to utilize a temp staffing agency 
as bookings begin to increase due to the current staffing 
shortage. This helps avoid overtime and fills the gaps 
as needed. But it is important to remember that not all 
staffing agencies are created equal, and you want to 
hire an agency you can trust to provide you with skilled, 
professional, and well-trained individuals—or will allow 
you to provide the training required.

A few caterers on the ICA Roundtable call discussed 
working with a staffing company called Instawork, a 
platform built specifically for the hospitality industry 
with a network of over one million temp staff for front of 
house and back of house staffing needs. The staff in their 
network are reviewed for qualifications with references 
checked to ensure greater reliability.

Marcia Selden Catering & Events shared that they offer 
quarterly training sessions with their local temp agencies 
to ensure the staff working with them are up to speed. 
Similarly, Instawork provides skill tests, training videos 
provided by individual caterers, and the capability to 
share diagrams, send uniforms, etc. to help take some of 
the work away from your catering team.

Long-term growth
If your business is starting to boom and you’re ready to 
take the next step toward growing your team, you must 
have practices in place to hire the right team members 
who will want to stay and grow with your business.

Tony Santos, chef/owner of Tony Caters in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, had a few tips they use for attracting 
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and retaining talent in this fluid 
environment:

Implement pay increases
Unfortunately, minimum wage isn’t 
going to cut it anymore if you want 
team members to stay. Tony Caters 
recently increased pay by 20 to 25% 
to retain top talent.

Offer benefits for full-time 
employees
Full-time team members need to be 
offered benefits including an IRA, 
ample paid time off to recuperate 
and rejuvenate, healthcare, and more.

Add DiSC® profiles to your 
interview process

When hiring full-time staff, they have 
added this well-known behavioral 
profile assessment to ensure an 
individual is a good cultural fit for 
the organization. The assessments 
also provide insight as to which 
roles would be a good fit for certain 
individuals based upon their unique 
personality type.

Craft on-call lists for worst-case 
scenarios
Maybe you have old team members 
who were furloughed and got new 
jobs they enjoy. Perhaps you have 
college age employees coming back 
for a winter break. Add these reliable 
team members to an on-call list so 
you can reach out at times when you 

Marcia Selden Catering & 
Events, and Tony Caters are 
proud members of the ICA. 
For more information, visit 
internationalcaterers.org.

While we’d all love to be able to have a 
fully staffed team with an in-house roster 
of dedicated employees, it’s not the reality 
we’re living in as our industry recovers.”
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TONY SANTOS, CHEF AND OWNER OF TONY CATERS IN SAN FRANCISCO. PHOTO 

COURTESY TONY CATERS

need additional help with staffing.

Ask friends, family, and the local 
community to join your team.

Tony Caters went out into the 
community and asked everyone they 
knew if they wanted to be a part of 
the team. Family, friends, college 
kids looking for a side hustle, fellow 
members at the local health club—
you name it, they asked. These are 
the people you know you can trust, 
and it resulted in some fruitful hires!

These practices have helped Tony 
Caters to hire qualified team 
members who are in for the long 
haul. Put into place, these ideas 
can do the same for your catering 
business! 

Treat your employees  
how you want them to treat 
your guests
Most importantly, with all 
employees—full-time, part-time or 
repeat contract hires—you must 
remember to thank those who  
show up.

To prevent burnout and show 
appreciation, ensure you are 
allowing days for rest, give them a 
party to celebrate milestones, and say 
thank you when you pass them on 
the floor. Treat them well, and they 
will treat your guests well! Your 
employees are the key to getting 
those return clients.  

http://internationalcaterers.org
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