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are trends 
revived or a 

new concept?

trends

back to 
the future

BY SARA STURGES

We’ve seen décor and fashion trends soar with popularity, 
simmer, then disappear. But as experience has taught 
us, the ashes of those trends inevitably rise up again, like 

the Phoenix, to make a golden comeback.
Event designer for Perfect Surroundings Inc. in Miami and 

Newport, R.I., Evan Carbotti explains, “Our design philosophy will 
always pay tribute to the past and those creative minds that have 
come before us. There are no ‘new’ ideas, and even though we have 
the ability to recreate and reinvent the event landscape everyday 
with our countless thoughts and visions, we must always acknowl-
edge the fact that ideas are entities that will forever build on other 
ideas.”

He adds, “Design is like a series of circles that move infinitely 
outward, growing as they 
touch lives and reach new 
personalities, tastes, styles and 
approaches. Nothing is ever 
totally replaced and no trend 
ever really dies. It might just sit 
for a bit, lingering until it meets 
an individual waiting to be 
moved by it once again.”

We’ve asked event planners 
and designers to comment 
on what they feel today’s 
trends are in color, floral 
arrangements, food, décor, 
entertainment, drinks, and 
cocktail parties and to what 
they expect in coming years. 
Our participants are Carbotti; 
Kathleen Esterquest, Kehoe 

Designs, Chicago; Thomas Noel, owner and 
designer, Event Design Incorporated, New 
York City; and Geri Wolf, event planner, The 
Style Laboratory Incorporated, Minneapolis.

COLOR
CAR BOTTI:  “Natural colors definitely 

have a strong presence in the designing of 
events worldwide. As the event landscape 
evolves and new, more contemporary 
products and resources become available, 
it is going to be increasingly important 
to understand how to integrate natural 
colors and textures with sleek, crisp 
contemporary lines. Strong contrast in 
color usage is a fundamental precept any 
designer must understand. Contrast is not 
always appropriate, just as monochromatic 
designs have their place and time, but 
the ability to fuse the colors, textures and 
patterns of different styles, cultures and 
time periods is something that will always 
help a designer create the mood for which 
he or she is looking.”

E STE RQU E ST: “The hottest color trend 
now is black, grey and yellow. Looking 
forward to 2010, I believe we are moving 
into an HD [high definition] world, where 
everything will get brighter and more 
saturated. We are seeing purple fuchsia, all 
berries and wine as the favorite for fall 2009. 
Also, we like any of the colors that refer to 
nature and earthy elements such as clay, 
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stone, granites, emeralds and dirt mixed 
with all shades of green. We see metals 
becoming warmer. Right now, silver and 
aluminum are very hot, but soon a shift will 
happen into coppers and gold. The shortage 
of copper in the world will help it to become 
the new gold in the near future.”

FI SCUS: “Expect to see pink and 
charcoal gray color palettes for weddings 
for the fall/winter season. I am also seeing 
a return to lots of all white – it feels so clean 
and freshly scrubbed! Psychologically, I 
think it feels less ‘messy’ than the last few 
months. In the future, I’m envisioning strong, 
vivid colors – like aqua and coral, orange and 
bright red, and gold. I love gold right now!” 

NOE L: “Color is always directly 
correlated with fashion. If you watch your 

spring and fall fashion shows and look at 
what’s coming down the runways, that’s 
what you’re going to see quickly fall into 
the special event world. Which is one of the 
beauties of special events; different than 
somebody’s home or somebody’s office 
where you need to pick a color that will last 
over a period of time … events are very 
much celebrating of the moment. So we 
tend to go with colors that are in fashion 
at that time and we also link them to the 
season. So right now, all of the bright and 
fun colors of spring and summer are very, 
very hot.”

WOLF: “Black and white damask print 
with a splash of color has been very popular 
in 2009. Layered, monochromatic, neutral 
color schemes create an elegant and less 
exuberant palette such as grey and navy.”
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FLORALS
CAR BOTTI:  “Eclectic 

centerpiece design seems 
to be the direction a lot 
of designers are moving 
towards. The over-size, 
opulent floral display will 
most certainly always hold 
an important place in event 
design, but flowers will, perhaps, not be as 
much the main focus in the near future as 
they are now for so many people. As certain 
clients request “greener” events, and as 
consciousness continues to move forward 
towards a more environmentally friendly 
world, more “earthy” tones and foliage will 
take over as vibrant flowers will serve to 
compliment and accent designs. We have 
heard many clients and brides comment 
that they do not want to ‘waste’ hundreds 
upon hundreds of cut flowers for a few 
hours. The desire for sustainable use of 
all design elements is affecting the use of 
flowers and foliage.” 

E STE RQU E ST:  “Right now in center-
piece design it’s all about submerged floral 
and wrapping of leaves under water. Moving 
forward, we’re seeing a shift in the kinds of 
containers we’ll be using. I see all recycled 
glass vases and recycled plastic liners and 
containers as standards. We know that oasis 
isn’t environmentally friendly; however, 
there is no other product on the market that 
can be substituted for it yet. We still love our 
florals, however our designs are changing 
so that we can use less oasis.”

FI SCUS: “The Jeff Leatham-inspired 
trend of leaning flowers is still very current. 
Going forward, I think you’ll still see very 
modern, but more sculptural. For weddings, 
it will be classic, beautiful floral with shim-
mer and romantic touches.” 

NOE L: “We’ve seen a big change in 
florals and centerpieces, which has a lot to 
do with the change in the economy and also 
the change in the cost of cut flowers. I’m 
finding that many of my clients are looking 
for something that offers them the same 
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emotional attachment and feeling that’s 
attained from fresh-cut flowers, but that 
might have more longevity in it. This can be 
achieved by incorporating flowering plants. 
We can do the entire table with flowering 
plants and then we either donate those 
flowering plants or put them back into the 
greenhouse so that they have a reusability 
aspect to them.”

WOLF: “Organic flowers have been 
the focus of floral discussions, which will 
continue. Event hosts are also looking for 
alternatives to florals, such as branches, 
stones and color water with floating candles.”

FOOD
E STE RQU E ST:  “The food trend is and 

will continue to be small plates.”

FI SCUS: “I love micro-plates and the 
ease in which they serve and present. They 
meet the guest ‘mini meal’ expectation 
and still provide a chef-driven aesthetic 
plate. I also really like Fromage Bars – with 
attendants that really know the cheeses 
and can speak intelligently about the 
products. Serve with a great glass of wine 
or champagne, and it makes for a wonderful 

‘experience station.’ For food, I think it 
is always best to create balance – foods 
that the guests know and understand, 
combined with one or two new or ‘chal-
lenging’ food items. I think the trend of 
Molecular Gastronomy is exactly that 
– a trend. I expect it will go away. When 
it is done well, it is very expensive. And 
when it is done cheaply, it can come 
across contrived and a little tacky.”

NOE L: “The biggest trend that 
we’ve seen has to do with pairing well-
known, celebrity chefs with top caterers. By 
doing that we’re able to bring in signature 
dishes and some of the sensitivities for 
which that chef has gained his reputation 
and produce it on an event scale. Also, in 
pairing a caterer, who is able to serve in 
large quantity with a great chef, who’s used 
to working in a restaurant environment, you 
end up with this hybrid of service and food 
that isn’t quite what we consider standard/
traditional catering … it isn’t restaurant 
food, it’s somewhere in between, and it’s 
new and people like that.” 

DÉCOR 
CAR BOTTI:  “Decor seems to be some-

thing that has been steadily moving away 
from themes, vignettes, facades and props 
and towards a cohesive transformation of 
all aspects of the event space, including the 
entertainment and food service. Decor is 
no longer necessarily intended to bring the 
event goer to a specific place or time; the 
aesthetic does not necessarily have to be 
a recognizable physical location. Decor is 
used to offer an interactive experience that 
plays on the senses affording guests the 
opportunity to feel something they wouldn’t 
ordinarily get to feel.” 

E STE RQU E ST: “Décor trends for the 
future is all about the Rs — renew, reinvent, 
reclaim, reuse. We’ll also see an influence of 
Asian design with the infusion of greening 
the event. The décor event has life to it with 
the use of reinvented elements (like the 
fashion industry taking lace fabric from an 
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old clothing article and reusing it in a fun, 
new way). One of the most popular décor 
trends right now is florals submerged in 
water. Another strong trend is the use of 
fabric, used for entrances, ceiling treatment, 
and room dividers. By using drapery you can 
easily change the needs of the room, creat-
ing intimacy or to create a sub-room within 
a room. It’s also an easy way to change 
color, size of the space, hide equipment or 
make a space intimate.

NOE L: “Again, the times have dictated a 
lot of change in décor. People don’t want to 
appear as if they’re just throwing money at 
an event and that the dollar doesn’t matter 
to them. Still, a party is about having a good 
time and building a fantasy and making 
a memory. So somewhere within there, 
instead of doing an entire room lined in 
walls of orchids, we might use a greenery 
product that we can recycle like a plant and 
then we up-light it, or put little beads of light 
inside of it to add a detail to it. So, it’s not 
something that when you walk in and see it, 
you think it costs a million dollars, but you 
still say: ‘Isn’t that beautiful?’” 

WOLF: “Lounge spaces have been on 
everyone’s must-have list. Lighting will 
become the focal point of décor, in general. 
LED lights, candlelight, decorative lamps 
… all becoming a stronger part of every 
decorating conversation.”

ENTERTAINMENT
E STE RQU E ST: “Localism with local 

talent is what’s hot. From musicians to 
comedians, any talent that is from the local 
area. With the intention of being green 
(saving on fuel, energy and yes … green 
cash) event planners aren’t bringing in 
out-of-town talent as much. There is also a 
pride of having great local talent.”

FI SCUS: “I like to set a mood with 
entertainment, but specialty acts – like 
performance acrobatics and such – are 
great for just a few minutes and are often 
very costly. If I have a limited entertainment 
budget, I put in the absolute best band I can 
afford, trick out the lighting, and spend more 
at the bar. That always makes for a good 
party.”

NOE L: “We’re doing a lot of hiring local 
bands and pairing them with a feature act. 
Sometimes the local band will play back-up 
for the feature act. And a feature act can 
either be done with band back-up or live to 
track; also a DJ. So there are three major 
components that we’re using. It’s almost 
become standard. What I mean by feature 
act is that we watch the Billboard Top 10 
and assess it depending on the client’s 
budget. For clients with a not-so extravagant 
budget, we look to find someone that could 
be a one-hit wonder; somebody that’s brand 
new and isn’t asking for a ton of money.”

WOLF: “Interactive entertainment 
which engages the guests and keeps 
the energy up is hot right now. Though, 
I think that every element of an event 
will be looked at as a way to entertain. 
Entertaining through all five senses can be 
challenging, but quite fulfilling.”

DRINKS
E STE RQU E ST: “Localism is in vogue 

with microbreweries and wineries. As for 
trends in drink presentation, you will see 
the trend of petite glasses. The beverage 
is presented in an artistic way while at the 
same time lowering the alcohol per glass. At 
events most hosts are still giving the guests 
as many glasses as they would like but each 
portion is smaller. Super sizing is out!”

FI SCUS: “Signature drinks in the 
party color palette are always great to ca
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incorporate into an event. I think specialized 
bars offering one thing – say a Scotch Bar 
or a Margarita Bar – offer a chance for the 
guest to be educated and to try something 
new. I also like to incorporate authentic Bar 
Chefs at a party. Mixologist Lucy Brennan, 
in Portland, is amazing and would be great 
at a party!” 

NOE L:  “With drinks, I feel the trend 
is to really celebrate what the theme of 
that event is. Let’s say we’re doing an 18th 
century French baroque as the design 
background, which would prompt us to 
dress the waiters in an appropriate style, 
then research and try to find a drinking 
vessel and try to find a drink (depends on 
what time of year it is) and use fresh herbs 
from that era. We try and match the drinks 
to what the overall theme is.”

WOLF:  “Signature drinks with custom 
recipes are a fun way to personalize the 
bar. Integrating tasting stations with wine 
and spirit experts, provides beverages and 
entertainment for the guests.”

COCKTAIL PARTIES
CAR BOTTI:  “The cocktail parties of the 

past and many nowadays seem to serve as 
pre-function activities and part of a larger 
event. We have noticed that cocktail parties 
are becoming the entire event themselves. 
As budgets are often times decreasing, 
large scale events are being downsized to 
comfortable cocktail parties with interest-
ing heavy passed foods, soft seating and 
entertainment representative of someone’s 
home or a small boutique hotel. The cocktail 
party experience is growing increasingly 

more personal and 
intimate, and is no longer 
just somewhere to grab 
a drink after work or 
before the main event. 
Therefore, they are being 
given more creative 
attention to detail, as 
the smaller scale allows 

resources to go further and make more of 
an impact.

NOE L: In corporate catering it’s more 
within budget to do a cocktail reception 
than to do a full-fledged, sit-down dinner. 
However the people still want to get food, so 
the idea of having these big buffets doesn’t 
quite fit the tone of the evening. So we’ve 
been doing this thing called a ‘graduated 
past’ and what it is are little plates, and the 
plates might have an assortment of three to 
four different foods on them. And they might 
be slightly larger so that instead of just pick-
ing up one thing, you have the opportunity 
to pick up a little 5-inch or 7-inch plate that 
has an assortment of things, which you can 
hold in your hand and you can continue to 
talk and be engaged, but yet also have a 
light meal.

“In the décor elements of cocktail 
events, because we really can’t see what’s 
below our shoulders, it’s just a sea of 
people. We recommend doing one thing 
of enormous scale. If the room has 30-foot 
ceilings, do something that’s 25-feet tall. 
It’s a kind of centerpiece of the room and 
it’s keeping with the idea of doing one 
thing really well that they’ll remember. 
Sometimes, less is more.”

WOLF: “Cocktail parties are all about 
signature drinks and elaborate food. 
Cocktail parties are going to be a little bit 
more intimate and simple food presented in 
a festive manner. Comfort food is making its 
way into sophisticated soirees.” !

Left: Event Design Incorporated
Below: Event Design by Todd
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