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(NEVER) TOO MANY
COOKS in the KITCHEN
Culinary teambuilding—done right—stirs up lasting bonds.

BY SHELLEY SEALE

When it comes to teambuilding events, the options are plentiful—from geocaching and obstacle courses to circus arts. But you might want to set your sights on
one of the fastest-growing trends of them all: culinary teambuilding. Our experts
share valuable insights on how (and why) cooking up a storm can make a day away
from the office shine.
It’s fun, creative and competitive
Television shows such as “Top Chef” and
“Chopped” have exploded in popularity in
recent years, and culinary events give people
the opportunity to participate in such challenges themselves. At The Culinary Institute
of America (CIA) in San Antonio, groups are
divided into teams and given recipes. After a
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90-minute planning session, the teams cook
for three hours and then sit down together
to eat what they have prepared. CIA chefs
and students critique the dishes and choose a
winning team.
“This can become a very competitive, fun
and educational experience,” says Heather
Gasaway, special services coordinator at CIA.

Gasaway adds that many companies bring
their clients as a customer appreciation event.
The Milestone Culinary Arts Center in
Dallas offers a similar program, with a twist.
Just like Food Network’s “Chopped,” where
contestants are given a mystery basket of
ingredients they must use, Milestone teams
are given four secret ingredients with which
to create their dishes.
“At the end of the 30-minute cooking
time, each team presents their dish to the
judges, who select a winner based on the food,
team organization and creativity,” says Mari
Ewing, special events director at Milestone.
“They really get excited because it’s some-
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During a culinary teambuilding exercise
at the Blair House Inn, coworkers rely
on communication and cooperation to
get the dish done—skills that come in
handy in the workplace, too.
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At the Culinary
Institute of America in
San Antonio employee teams cook—and
eat—together.

thing they see on TV, and are actually able to
do in real life.”
The events are so popular that Milestone
puts on more than 300 a year.
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It develops teamwork
Culinary teambuilding creates powerful takeaways for participants because “it gives the
company and its customers or employees a
chance to bond, a chance to play together and
not do business for a change,” Gasaway says.
At Barton Creek Resort and Spa in Austin,
culinary teambuilding events are often incorporated at the start of a larger meeting or retreat.
“We have found this is a great icebreaker, and
serving the winning dishes as part of the dinner
works well,” says Brandy Boswell, executive
meetings manager.
The meeting planners at Red Velvet Events
in Austin use culinary teambuiding as a way to
offer unique experiences. They also showcase
local flavor with events such as chili cookoffs or food trailer tours. “Salt Lick Barbecue
is a great location for culinary teambuilding
events,” says Emily Kratt, senior event producer. “It has a lot of acreage, which gives plenty of
space for activities.”
She sees corporate clients get a huge
bonding boost when employees are able to
forget about their daily routines and pressures. “When they get to kick back and have
fun, and experience the local culture, it really
helps them break the ice and relax together,”
Kratt says. “Fun cannot be overstated.”

It hones business skills
Culinary teambuilding can be a skill-builder,
too. The CIA had one client whose employees
couldn’t stay on budget. “They were given
Monopoly money and had to ‘buy’ all their
ingredients,” Gasaway says. “The winning
team was the team that stayed under budget
and made the best food.”
Mike Schneider, owner of Blair House
Inn in Wimberley, compares culinary activities to a business plan. “Each individual has
assigned tasks and duties they are responsible
for. Our cooking school teambuilding exercise
is a microcosm of that, done in a day or two.
The goal of the cooking school is to get the
company’s members to focus on task and
duty. Team interaction and communication
increases through the process. The teamwork
and dialogue they develop while cooking is
especially important.”
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