Business Review for: Parties by Panache

The responses below are from an interview conducted with Jerry O’Brien, marketing director for Parties by Panache. You can find out more about Parties by Panache by visiting www.partiesbypanache.com
The purpose of the business review is to provide background for subsequent marketing decisions. You’ll make better decisions when you’re able to systematically review all the known facts from time to time. If you intend to write a marketing plan, doing the Business Review is an excellent staring point. 

How you respond to the Business Review template is up to you. You can write essays, jot notes, or simply think a bit about each question. However, I really encourage you to write it down as shown in this example. The Business Review document is an excellent way to bring others “up to speed” on your marketing situation. Every time you hire a new employee, or work with a new consultant or business partner, you will find this document useful! 

Download Business Review Template here: bcentral.thirdwaveresearch.com/bulletin/Bizreview_Template.doc
Who You Are and What You Do

The Basics

· Year established: 1987

· Mission/vision:  Parties by Panache is a full service caterer serving the sophisticated palate of Southern California. As a full service caterer we can handle every aspect of a party, from weddings to corporate event. 

· Major milestones: Originally located in the Villa del Sol, Parties By Panache relocated to its current location at 2808 E. Imperial Highway, Brea, CA 92821 in 1995. Panache’s physical plant has grown from just over 800 square feet to about 3200 square feet. 

· Number of employees: 10 full-time, 3 to 5 regular part time, employed in operations including planning, kitchen, décor, and service areas. Over 60 contract cooks, bartenders, servers and design staff employed during peak event season.

· Growth pattern: Growth in 2003 of about 30% over previous year.

· Approximate annual sales today: $1.3 million dollars.
Product Issues

· What do you sell? (Describe physical characteristics.) We offer one stop event planning and catering, with exciting and fresh seasonal menus. Parties by Panache is much more than a food preparation service. We are a full service event planner. We provide services in consulting, theme/decor planning, location scouting, site planning, menu, entertainment, and budgeting. While you would expect a caterer to handle everything from hors d’oeuvre to cognac, Panache also arranges tents, dance floors, lighting, tables, chairs, table linens, tableware, music, entertainment, valet parking, ice sculptures, sushi chefs, flowers, décor, and prepares delicious food that is favorably and regularly compared to the finest restaurants in Los Angeles, New York and Paris. 

· What makes it unique/better than similar offerings? We offer a blend of the functional advantages of a restaurant, a hotel, a catering hall, or independent caterer, without the disadvantages associated with any of those alternatives. We’ve made a successful niche for ourselves with private-home parties, where we achieve a personal atmosphere that makes great memories long after the event. And let me stress this: our food quality is the very best.  We bake all our own breads and pastries. We do a high quality product.

· Where are your products in their life cycle? Mature. We’ve grown from an independent caterer into a full-service event planner.

· Do you have new products in the pipeline? We are exploring creating a training program for caterers that we’ll offer nationwide.

· How is your product packaged? For a service like ours, packaging is synonymous with branding. We have logos on our trucks. The signage on our building is visible to 100,000 cars a day on the Imperial Highway. The box lunches we deliver to businesses carry logos, but that’s all. We don’t do logo-imprinted napkins; that’s too commercial for the sophisticated type of event we produce. Our newsletter “The Panache Experience” is one of our best means of “packaging our product”. Once we do an event for you, your name goes on the mailing list for the newsletter. (More about this newsletter ahead.)
Place Issues

· Where is your product sold? Orange, Los Angeles, Riverside and Northern San Diego Counties. We’re in an ideal geographic region for outdoor entertaining. We put up tents and dance floors for private-home catering year round.

· What logistics affect your distribution, like transportation and warehousing? We have a 3200 sq. ft. headquarters in Brea. All catering is off-premises, so our skill with transportation and logistics represents a significant part of our service. 

· What value does your distribution strategy add to the product? The fact that we bring the party to our clients’ locations really sets us apart from hotels, restaurants, and catered halls.

People In Your Marketing Environment

Customers: Who Are They, What Do They Want?

· Who comprises your primary target market niches? Secondary targets? Panache has a distinguished clientele. During the past few years Parties By Panache catered events honoring and attended by former Israeli Prime Ministers, Shimon Peres and Benjamin Netanyahu; the Dalai Llama and his entourage when he visited Cal State Fullerton; and Willie Nelson and Family when they appeared in Brea for the benefit of the La Habra and Brea Boys and Girls Club.  

We analyzed data from past customers and learned that our primary  “best” customer is a woman between the age of 30 and 60, married, with children and/or grandchildren, income of $150 thousand or more. It’s a very specific niche. This is the sort of woman who hires caterers for children’s birthday parties. Hers is definitely not a “do-it-yourself” mindset. 

A secondary target market consists of business customers. About 60% to 70% of our sales come from private affairs, with the balance – about 30% to 40% –  being business events. A typical business event might be a customer appreciation party or a corporate training session. This is an easy market to serve, and the part of the business where we expect the next growth to come from.

· What problems are you helping them solve? For individuals, we solve every problem related to entertaining—once they call us, they don’t have to worry about a thing, just enjoy the fun of directing us toward the theme, décor, menu, and so on that fits their idea of the event they are hosting.  

For business buyers, same thing – we control the experience, so the business’s meeting planner has no worries. They want to feed people without risking losing them over the lunch hour. We feed them and get them back to work in an enjoyable 45 minutes. We control the environment — for example, seeing that no alcohol is available – so people come back after lunch physically and mentally present. Meeting planners really appreciate that.

· Describe the buying exchange. Every customer’s event is the “most important in the world”. They want the owner of the business involved. Hollis [founder , managing chef, and spouse of marketing director Jerry] is very hands on, and there is seldom an event that leaves the shop without her personal supervision. There is a certain amount of “cult of personality” around Hollis that is both a blessing and a curse to the business today. She built the company to $1 million in sales by giving 110% – very personal and attentive service. Now it’s her challenge to get her halo to shine over our entire staff.

· How do your distribution channels figure as customers? We sell direct to the consumer – a party’s hosts – so no distribution channels stand between us and our customers. 

· What market research techniques do you use to learn about competitors, customers, and industry trends? We’ve analyzed data from our past customers, and have used tools like bCentral’s demographics from Third Wave. 

Your Competitive Environment

· What's your market share? With just over $1 million in sales, we have a very small percent of the total market for catered affairs, but I’d say we dominate the niche of private-home and special location parties. 

· What sort of competition do you face? Heavy? Light? The majority of the catering market is served by restaurants, hotels, and catering halls, which have drawbacks. Too often those venues are impersonal, and the food quality is lacking. Those events can’t really compare to the events we produce. Restaurants just aren’t equipped to put 50 custom meals on the table at once like we can. Hotels have the facility, but not the food quality unless the client is really willing to spend a fortune. Catering halls are our biggest competition, because they aim right at the same target customer segment we do. We win with better food quality and more flexibility in our approach.
· How do you keep up on what your competition is doing? The pool of contract help we draw from, for cooks and bartenders and servers for example, are a good source of informal knowledge about what’s going on at our competitors. We’re not the only ones who hire them, after all.  Other ways we monitor the competition: we review the competition’s websites (they also post their menus, photos etc.); we follow the society pages of the local newspapers; we dine out at competitors’ restaurants.
Marketing Mix: Promotions

Advertising Activity

· What's your current media plan? Radio advertising and direct mail, with the monthly newsletter. That’s all the advertising we do. We tried small ads in upscale regional magazines, but they just didn’t justify the expense (about $5600/year.) There was too much competition in them.

· What is the goal of your current advertising? We wanted to reach a little older, wealthier, more sophisticated audience. So we chose a jazz radio station that reaches about 15,000 listeners in that niche. We’ve been on the air about a year now. We tie the radio advertising in with the newsletter, by matching music with food in a column I call “Jazz Brunch.”

With the newsletter, we print about 900 “hard copies”. Four hundred go to our mailing list – the rest we leave in stacks at book stores, doctors’ offices, coffee shops, hair salons – wherever women in our core demographic are likely to have time to see it. We send out more electronically as PDFs. Our goal is to reach 35,000 PDF subscribers. We’ll try to cap the print run at 1000, because it’s so much more expensive. But some of our people want the hard copy, plus they get passed along to other people. So we keep printing the newsletter in the marketing plan.

· What is your advertising budget? We swap food for advertising: it’s very cost-efficient. I cater about 40 meals for 20 people, in exchange for about 165 radio spots. That plus printing and mailing the newsletter is our entire advertising budget of around  $25,000.
· How do you test or measure results of advertising? That is hard to do. Our marketing is seeding a market that may not need our services immediately. We are hoping that by staying in front of them with our donations and our newsletter that we become their choice when they do need us. We’re satisfied to let our business growth be the measure of our advertising program’s success.

· What is the role of sales in your organization? Inbound calls result in an extremely detailed proposal that allows customers to see the value, and to customize the plan to fit what they want to spend. We close more than 50% of sales based on those proposals.

· What kind of sales staff do you have, and how do they do their jobs?  Sales are handled by the party planning staff and of course Hollis. 

· What selling approach tools do you use? We don’t do any cold-calling or telemarketing.  If we’re working with a specific club or church, for example, we’ll usually do a mailing to their members. We’re looking at buying a mailing list of retailers in our area. They may give us new outlets for the newsletters, or hire us to plan appreciation events for their customers.

Other Promotions

· Do you use sales promotions? The absolute best way we can market ourselves is to feed people. So we donate auction items like a cooking class for eight people. People invite their friends to an event, it lasts four hours or more, and people have a wonderful time with their good friends. It’s not unusual for us to cater a party for every couple that attends one of these donated events.

· Do you go to trade shows? We do wedding shows – these get you in front of 3500 – 4000 motivated buyers, but the environment is pretty competitive.

· Do you pursue any public relations activity? We send out press releases occasionally, but without much result. We hosted our own event – that worked better. The goal was just to get people to try our service. We called it the “Panache Experience” and invited 800 people –  300 attended as well as some local press. We put out five different holiday stations, walked people through, and showed them what we could do. Reporters do attend some of the events we cater, so they know of us. The best coverage we got was when we donated salads to feed a theater group. Good works can be newsworthy, I guess. 

Conclusions and Observations

· What negative consequence might result if no marketing action is taken? The “Hollis show” – the cult of personality around my wife – is a limiting factor. Marketing will allow us to build a business we can sell when we want to retire, but only if we broaden our reputation beyond Hollis. I’m focusing on the newsletter as a vehicle to showcase other members of our staff, and our ties to the community. This should help people understand Parties by Panache as more than just Hollis’s catering company. 

· What opportunity could be exploited if action is taken? We are considering launching a new business to train caterers from other parts of the nation. We’ve learned a lot in building this successful business, and we’re considering how we can share (sell?) that to others.  

Additionally we may be able to open satellite locations and extend our reach into other markets, perhaps as much as 250 miles away.

