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Cost estimates are the cornerstone of event budgeting, and experienced planners 

know that it pays to predict overages instead of trying to react to them later. Catering is 
one expense category where unpredicted costs can add up very quickly. From late order 
fees to last minute requests, many catering outfits charge for any change that was not 
listed on the banquet event order. Since profit margins on food are pretty slim, food and 
beverage directors have to use these fees to avoid losing money on events that spiraled 
out of control. 

What planners need to know is that each catering company has their own standards 
of service. This includes things like table linens, service times, and staffing levels that 
are included in the price of a meal. The difference is that not every company includes 
the same level of service in their default prices. Here are the things to review in your 
catering contract: 

Setup Time 
When planners think of setup time they are most concerned with how long their 

own staff will have to set centerpieces, table cards, etc. The problem with this type of 
thinking is that the catering staff has their own agenda for setup, one that is intended to 
minimize labor hours. In short, it costs money to bring server in early to set the room 
specifically for a client’s needs. Be sure review your caterer’s set times to make sure 
they facilitate your own schedule. It is common for set times to run as close as 15 
minutes before registration opens. 

Servers per Table 
Similar to the cost concerns of setup time, food managers also pay close attention 

to the number of staff they bring on for an event. 
Most companies provide one server for every two tables, which is acceptable 

assuming the servers are experienced in banquet events. However, anything less than a 
2:1 ratio has the potential to cause problems. It is important to discuss service levels in 
advance, especially if you expect to have more than three courses or need to expedite 
service times to accommodate a tight itinerary. 

Service Time 
Catering service time encompasses how long it takes to start and break down your 

meal. Hotels and conference centers typically allow 2 hours service time for lunches and 
3 hours for dinners. While this is usually enough time for the meal to run its course, the 
most common issue planners face is with break down time. Service time is designed to 
include the removal of all china and glassware from the tables. If your event features 
programming after dinner then you could very well face additional fees for going over 
the 2 or 3 hour service allotment. Again, this is where you need to discuss your needs in 
advance to prevent unexpected fees on the final bill. 

Extra Food Preparation 



Depending on the registration guidelines for your event, you might encounter 
several guests who show up without signing up. The first concern here is to 
accommodate them in any way possible, but be careful what you promise because 
catering chefs use a precise formula to prepare food quantities without waste. The 
standard range of “extra food “produced for banquets is only 3-5%. So, if your final 
count to catering was 100 guests, they would prepare for a range of 103 and 105 guests. 
Obviously that is not a wide scale and you’ll need to plan carefully if unexpected guests 
arrive. 

The bottom line with catering standards is that planners must consider them in 
advance, both from a cost and service perspective.  Never assume that a plated dinner 
includes anything beside the chicken itself. Talk with the food and beverage director 
about your event and expectations before signing a contract. No one wants to see an 
event fail, but proper communication is required on both sides to avoid problems. 
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