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Introduction: 

After twenty years in corporate entertainment, I’ve been to some amazing holiday parties.  
Believe it or not, it’s not over-the-top decorations, fancy gifts, or even a fabulous location that 
made these events so special.   

The best parties are the one where everyone feels like they had a lot of fun together.  It’s about 
the experience they shared as a business family. 

Most holiday parties have three main goals:  to thank their employees for their hard work, to 
recognize employees with annual awards, and to enhance company morale with a fun, “non-
business” evening that everyone can enjoy together. 

Please enjoy this short report.  As I tell all my customers, “It’s MY job to make YOU look 
GREAT!” 

Thank  you 
Mike Duseberg  



What Do Your Guests REALLY Want? 

The most important questions I’ve learned to ask all my clients is “what do you want your guests 
to feel during this event?” and “what do you want people to remember after this event?” 

Last month, a client told me something that really made me re-think everything I know about 
holiday parties.  She cut right to the bone: 

“Look, I really want people to have a good time at our holiday party.  We have to go to  
these parties at a time of year when we’re all really, really busy.  We’re taking time away 
from all the other stuff we have to do. It’s time away from our families during the 
holidays.   

I don’t want to spend another night sitting around listening to a bunch of boring shop 
talk.  I don’t want people to spend the night doing stuff they would do at work.  As a 
spouse, it makes me feel unwelcome, out of place, and bored.   

If we’re going to go out and be away from our family at the holidays, I want everyone to 
go home feeling like it was worth it.” 

After twenty years of doing holiday parties, I don’t think anyone has spoken that honestly or 
directly.   

Entertainment helps: when guests have something to talk about, they don’t get mired in shop 
talk.  They can connect with each other on a more personal level - getting to know their spouses 
and learn a little about what their coworkers are like “in real life.”   

If you’re concerned about #MeToo and bad party behavior, remember that entertainment keeps 
people involved in the party and having fun in an approved manner.  Engaged guests are less 
likely to drink excessively, and they’re also less likely to run off and “create their own fun.”   

But above all, whatever you do at your holiday party, make sure people feel like they had such a 
great time that they know the time away from their family was “worth it.”   



Does My Party Really Need Entertainment? 

Professional event planners know that entertainment is about a lot more than just having fun. 
Great entertainment will solve some of your biggest party problems and help to prevent some of 
the biggest “party fouls” at your annual holiday bash. 

1.  Make Them Mingle!  The holiday party nightmare is a room of people segregated by 
department and conversing quietly.  Great entertainment will bring different parts of 
your company together for conversation and connection.  That’s where real 
networking begins, right? 

Rather than simply walking between groups of two to five, a great strolling entertainer 
will gather a small crowd during each set, bringing a diverse group of guests together.  A 
magician is an excellent choice: conversations beginning with “did you see that?” and 
“were you in on that?” can easily bridge all company boundaries.   

2. Keep it Moving!  Parties that drag aren’t really parties; they’re more like prison.  You 
can’t leave, and frankly you don’t want to be there either.  A great entertainer can 
function as an emcee, bringing a fun and light atmosphere while helping keep the 
speeches, prizes, and end-of-the-year videos on schedule.  Better emcees will even 
help you plot the schedule for the event, as well as helping you give each presenter the 
right amount of time.  

3. Keep Them Busy!  We all know that the Company Holiday Party is the birthplace of the 
Party Foul and HR Disaster.  I don’t have to list examples of what we don’t want, but the 
cause of all that basically comes down to people entertaining themselves.  With great 
entertainment, your guests will be engaged which means they drink less, have less 
time to get into trouble, and spend all their time focused on approved company 
behavior.  You’ll spend less on the bar bill, save time and money on mandatory HR 
meetings, and have a much better time! 

4. Customize the Event for Your Company!  Your holiday party should be a chance to 
celebrate what your company has done this year, recognize your achievers, and lay the 
team-building foundation for a successful new year.  Your entertainment can drive these 
messages.  Performers can customize segments of their show to mention your key 
achievements this year, as well as recognizing and integrating key members of your 
staff into different parts of the show.    

5. Looking Forward to Next Year!  Remember Fezziwig from Dickens’ A Christmas 
Carol?  Everyone looked forward to his holiday party because it was always a great event 



every year.  Modern company holiday parties are no different.  Develop fun traditions 
like entertainment, games, and giveaways, and your staff will still be talking about 
the fun they had at the holiday party months later.  Bringing back a few key 
components every year –a particular dish or dessert at dinner, an annual award or speech, 
or even a particular strolling entertainer that everyone loves – makes your party into a 
“tradition.” 

Whatever you do, pay significant attention to what your guests should be thinking, doing, and 
feeling while they’re at your party.  Put yourself in their position and try to imagine what it will 
feel like to be at your party.  When you focus on the guest’s experience, you’re virtually 
guaranteed to create an incredible holiday event.   



Ten Secrets to Outstanding Holiday Events 

Secret #1:  Don’t Overspend on “Wallpaper” 
 
Remember the wonderful quote from Maya Angelou: “I've learned that people will forget what 
you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” 

What we do ourselves and what we watch our friends and coworkers do sticks with us forever. 

If you concentrate your spending on how your event makes your guests feel, you’ll always get 
the largest possible return on your investment.  Holiday event planners are often focused on 
communicating a sense of appreciation and gratitude to their guests, so it’s a good idea to select a 
location that feels like a special treat for your guests.  Picking a nicer hotel, restaurant, or private 
club gives the impression that they company has gone “all out” for the staff to give them 
something really special.  The staff at these venues will treat your employees with professional 
dignity and respect as a hotel guest, diner, or club member, and that experience will radiate in 
your guests’ memories throughout the year. 

Other items like food and beverage, entertainment, and gifts should also be paid careful 
attention.  If you’re going to a great restaurant, provide an excellent menu for the evening, and 
try to avoid a cash bar if at all possible (see Secret #4).   

If you must control costs, do so strategically by controlling expectations.  Using a customized 
menu, serving stations, or a buffet will allow you to control your costs, without explicitly 
denying employees the $90 steak and the $140 whiskey. 

Hiring great entertainment that gives your guests a personalized experience they’ll remember 
(and talk about!) all year long is definitely worth the investment, as is a performer that will create 
a customized program to celebrate your company’s successful year.  A professional performer 
will stick in your guests’ minds for years, and they’ll be talking about the show all night long, in 
the office on Monday, and at company meetings throughout the year.  The moments that we 
experience stand out the most! 

Gifts are expected at the holidays, and your party shouldn’t be without them.  Whatever you 
give, make it something special.  Many of my customers have drawings for cash, gift cards, and 
other larger prizes like flat screen televisions as part of the event, and employees love winning.    
At “White Elephant” drawings and “Reverse Gift Exchanges,” items that mean a lot to 
employees can have a lasting impression.  One engineering firm has an annual tradition of giving 
away a 6 foot level, and the employees regularly plan to outmaneuver each other for this 
valuable prize.   

Items that are unique to your company - days off, extra vacation time, and parking spaces - can 
also have a remarkably significant impact on your staff.  People love to win things they can use.   



Secret #2:  Plan Time for What’s Important 

One of the most important parts of a holiday party is the cocktail hour.  This is when employees 
have a chance to greet each other outside of the office, introduce their spouses and significant 
others to their “work family,” and generally take time to talk and get to know one another outside 
of work.  The time they spend talking with their friends and developing relationships will pay 
tremendous dividends in the office the rest of the year.  When we see each other as a person  with 
a family and outside interests beyond work - not just a title on an office door - we can connect 
and work on a much more successful level. 

Most events allow about one hour for cocktails, but often this is also the time planned for guest 
arrival.  As you know, the “fashionably late” guests often arrive 30 minutes into the planned 
cocktail time, so often the conversations have really just begun when the guests are invited to sit 
down for dinner.  In fact, in an effort to save time and prevent the evening from running too long 
the cocktail portion of the evening is often sacrificed to make time for awards presentations, after 
dinner entertainment, and speeches. 

Consider doing the opposite.  Use the other “secrets” in this report to keep your party moving 
while allowing everyone time to connect and network .  While the executives love to thank the 
employees on stage in a formal setting, give them the opportunity to move throughout the room, 
meeting with each of the guests, and personally thanking them for their hard word.  As in Secret 
#1, the personal experience will have a powerful, long-term effect. 

Secret #3:  Give Them Something to Talk About 

While people definitely want to talk to each other at a holiday party, there are really only two 
main subjects that everyone will be discussing at your event: introducing their spouse or 
significant other and “shop talk.”   

Introductions take about five minutes, and less than 30 seconds if your guests are feeling nervous 
or uncomfortable in their surroundings.   

Without something else to talk about “shop talk” dominates the rest of the conversation.  
Coworkers talk about work topics throughout the cocktail event, and spouses and significant 
others feel left out. 

If you want to create a genuine back-and-forth conversation among your guests, you need to give 
them something to talk about.  

One of the best conversation starters is strolling entertainment.  Having a strolling magician or 
other performer moving through the cocktail space will add laughter and energy to the party, and 



you’ll be able to hear your guests having fun and see them forming into groups to watch the 
performance.   

A great strolling entertainer will directly involve several of your guests into the performance, 
giving them a personalized entertainment experience.  They might select a card that changes to 
another card while they’re holding it. They might lend a finger ring or wrist watch that vanishes 
and reappears somewhere else.  They might think of a playing card, travel destination, or other 
information, and then have the performer read their mind. 

Mixed with the right blend of drama, comedy, and performance skills, these tricks result in huge 
laughs, cheers, and applause from your guests.  More importantly, your guests will say things 
like “it happened right in my hand…” or “I was only thinking of that card…”  These experiences 
start conversations as other guests ask, “Were you in on that?” or “Are you working with him?”   

Long after the performer has moved to another part of the room, your guests will still be talking 
about their common experience.  Having broken the ice, your guests will feel comfortable with 
each other and ready to talk about other topics as well.   

Secret #4: Provide Structure 

A party without an entertainment plan drifts like a ship without a rudder.  Someone should 
always be in charge keeping the party on schedule. It’s a good idea to have an emcee for the 
event that greets everyone as they arrive at the party, directs everyone to the cocktail room, calls 
them to dinner, and calls attention to the stage area when the evening’s program is about to 
begin.  Ultimately, this person will also concluded the program, thank the guests for coming, 
wish them a good night (and politely indicate that it’s time to leave).  

Make sure you do one thing at a time.  Guests feel frustrated when  you ask them to divide their 
attention.  Making announcements during cocktails, for instance, asks guests to stop the 
conversations and focus on a speaker.  Unless the speaker is particularly forceful, it’s likely that 
many of your guests will choose to focus on their conversations and ignore the speaker.  
Similarly, having entertainment during dinner causes the same issues. 

Understanding this secret ensures the event progresses smoothly, and nothing is left out or runs 
over time.  Your guests appreciate that things and under control and the event is on schedule. 

Secret #5: Control Time 

Professional performers know their “clock time” as well as their “subjective time.”  “Subjective 
time” is how long a performance “feels” as compared to how many actual minutes and seconds 
its consumes.   A fast paced, well-planned 30 minute show might feel like 15 minutes of actual 
time; however, a poorly planned, wandering 30 minute show might feel like an hour or more. 



Ask yourself first, “do we need speeches, really?” and “how much formal program do we really 
need?”  If one or two executives can make the necessary after-dinner address and distribute the 
awards, it will save a tremendous amount of time in introductions, walk-on time and walk-off 
time. 

If you need speeches - or executives want speeches - consider how much other entertainment you 
really need after the business program.  Nobody wants to watch a 45 minute program - no matter 
how engaging - after they’ve sat through an hour of awards and speeches.   
Similarly, hiring multiple speakers and performers is a difficult task and requires significant 
coordination between the planner and the different performers.  Always tell the performers that 
there will be multiple performers on the bill so they can accommodate each other’s needs and 
and time requirements.  

Time adds up.  Be sure the executives, performers, speakers, and other segment leaders know 
how much time they are allocated.  Professional performers usually time their acts very carefully, 
but audience interaction can add a few unexpected minutes to the show.  Executives giving 
speeches may only have a ballpark idea of how long their speech is.  Here’s a hot tip: Comedy 
clubs often flash a warning light in the back of the room to let performers know when they have 
five minutes left and when they have fulfilled their time obligation.   

Always have a plan in place.  Professional entertainers have “modular” acts, meaning that they 
can easily modify their performance from 60 minutes to 45, 30, or 20 by simply picking and 
choosing material.  If a speech drags on or a technology or kitchen disaster throws the schedule 
off, your entertainer can help “save” the evening by presenting a compact, professional show that 
closes everything on a high note.   

Taking breaks - particularly between the business and entertainment sections - only elongates 
your evening and stretches your guests patience.  You’ll find that many people just won’t come 
back from the break. Better to keep the evening on pace, tighten the awards and speeches, and 
cut the entertainment segment to twenty or thirty minutes for a well-structured, compact 
program.   

Secret #6:  Control the Cameras 

Photographers are a really important part of your event, and you should definitely have a 
professional photographer document your party.  Guests love to see pictures of themselves and 
share them on social media.  Having photos in the office newsletter and website is a great way to 
remember the night and keep the good feelings going all year.  

Formal pictures might be part of your event.  Photograph couples as they enter, have a photo 
booth, and even a formal group photo.  These photos are wonderful keepsakes and look great on 
the office wall.  If you plan to photograph everyone at once, schedule a time for the photo to be 



taken and allot some time in the evening’s agenda. This way everyone will be present (and 
prepared) for the group shot, and your event’s schedule won’t be thrown off.  

During the formal presentation, award winners should not be photographed on stage.  Present the 
award and move everyone off stage to another area - with a nice backdrop with the company 
logo - where the photographer can take the picture of the executive and the team together.  As the 
photo is being taken, another presenter can introduce the next award, which will be presented to 
the winning team by another executive.   

Secret #7:  Control the Bar 

Excessive drinking at holiday parties is generally caused by boredom more than anything else.  
When a guest doesn’t feel welcome at an event, doesn’t have anyone to talk to, and doesn’t have 
anything to do, they may choose to drink.  

That’s exactly why entertainment is so important.  When guests are engaged and entertained with 
a great show and good conversation, they actually drink less.  Also, happy people who are 
involved in the party are much less likely to intentionally drink to excess.   

During the speeches and awards ceremonies, it’s a good idea to neatly place a white sheet or 
tablecloth over the bar.  Your seated guests will clearly see that the bar is closed, and they will be 
unable to cross the room to get a drink.  This prevents them from wiggling between tables in 
pursuit of a drink, interrupting the program unnecessarily.  This also subtly tells your speakers 
that they have the floor and the complete attention of the crowd, which builds their confidence 
and comfort level on stage. 

Announce the “Last Call Before the Show” as the main course of dinner is finishing.  Guests will 
be able to get a final drink that they can enjoy during the program.   
 
It’s a nice touch to offer coffee and hot chocolate in a travel cup to your guests as they leave.   

Secret #8:  Control Space 

When you’re planning your event, try to look at it from your guest’s perspective.  If you’re 
having a party for 100 people, make sure you choose a venue that can accommodate all of them 
comfortably.  Avoid cramming your guests into a small room that “fits” (at least according to the 
event sales representative and the city’s fire inspector).  Ensure there’s plenty of space to walk 
between tables, particularly if you’re going to have awards where guests will leave their table 
and come to the stage. 

Room size will also affect the volume of the music you play during cocktails and dinner.  Ensure 
that your room does not have excessive echoes that will make conversation difficult, and avoid 



playing loud music if your room does echo.  If your goal is to get everyone to talk and get to 
know one another, it’s important that they be able to hear each other clearly. 

Secret #9:  Table Space and Table Tops 

Pay attention to table decorations.  Large table decorations can fill up cocktail table, so a guest 
cannot rest her drink, plate, or purse on it.  Strolling performers often use cocktail tables as a 
performing space, too.  Large centerpieces can make it impossible to see the other people sitting 
at your table, and in some cases even block the view of the stage.   

Avoid excessive tableware if possible.  While a large setting with salad forks, dinner knives, 
steak knives, butter plates, coffee cups, and chargers looks beautiful, it can be a very 
uncomfortable place to sit and eat if the table is overcrowded with diners, too.   

Secret #10: Have Fun! 

Did you know that “event planner” is often listed in the top five most stressful jobs?  It’s true, but 
it doesn’t have to be true for you. 

Do your homework and hire professional caterers, entertainers, and event decorators.  They’ll 
take a lot of the load off your mind, and you’ll be able to engage your guests and enjoy the party 
yourself.  Professionals know what to expect at your event, and they make sure you know what 
they expect from you.  The peace of mind an experienced professional brings is incredibly 
valable. 

More importantly, this is a party for the employees of your firm, and you are an employee, too!  
Get out, enjoy the event, and mingle with your friends and colleagues.  The holiday party should 
be a fun, annual tradition where everyone gets a chance to catch up with their business family, 
introduce their spouse (and family), and celebrate a successful year together. 



Real Life Example:  How Do I Get My Employees with Kids to Attend? 

Has this happened to you?  Your guest of honor suddenly realizes they cannot attend your event.  
What do you do? 

Last winter, a customer explained that they were honoring their staff with a holiday party.  This 
particular customer really manages that wonderful sense of family and friendship that every 
employer wants.  Their employees are incredibly talented and motivated people who work very 
hard, and the company's owner genuinely appreciates every one of them. 

Their holiday party features gifts, a more-or-less open bar, an excellent plated dinner, and 
significant cash bonuses as well.  

Most importantly, it features a children's room.   

Employees are the guests of honor at the party, and most of their employees have kids. Between 
single parents and the general challenge of getting a babysitter during the holidays, the company 
realized that many employees couldn't attend.  The company sincerely wanted to thank their 
employees, but they also understood that the party was more of a burden than a pleasure.   

It came to a head when the Employee of the Year declined to attend the party because he couldn't 
find someone to take care of his kids. The annual awards event couldn't be a success without the 
key award winner.   

So, the company arranged for child care during the event.  The room is just off the main room, so 
parents are never too far away.  They hire child care professionals to watch the kids during the 
event which includes dinner, a play space, a craft the kids do together, a movie, and snacks. The 
kids have a great time.   

Can you apply this to your holiday party plan?  One of our biggest holiday planning goals is 
making employees feel valued and appreciated.  Adding childcare to the event not only gave the 
employees the opportunity to attend the party (and maybe get rare night out with their spouse), it 
also showed that the company understood the employees had private lives outside of the 
company.   



Real Life Example:  How Can I Ensure that Everyone Gets to the Event 
Safely and Comfortably? 

Always answering that difficult question: "how do you know people will come to the party?" 

One of my customers has made fantastic use of technology to ensure their employees safely 
attend their holiday party.   

When you think about it, guests face several transportation challenges when attending a holiday 
party: 

• Guests that use public transportation may not be able to drive to an off-site event 
• Getting directions or getting lost on their way to the off-site event 
• Arranging a designated driver for the night 
• Dealing with unpredictable traffic 
• Driving in heels and party clothing  
• Parking 

This particular client sent me - and everyone at their party - a gift certificate from Uber.  Each 
guest could use the service twice - once before the event and once after - within a given time 
period.  The gift certificate covered a maximum of $50, which ensure the employees didn’t take 
advantage of the benefit while ensuring everyone's transportation needs were met.   

From a cost perspective, it's efficient because the company only paid for the gift certificates that 
were actually used by the event guests.  The gesture was significant to everyone, even the people 
who didn't use the service, because the company clearly showed that they wanted the employees 
to come to the party, have a good time, and do so safely. 

Small gesture; big impact. 



A Bonus from Mike Duseberg: 

Free Offer for Reading the Whole Report! 

Why not schedule an “Event Audit” with Mike Duseberg?  This no-obligation discussion will 
evaluate your current party plans, identify your pain points, pitfalls, and possible problems. 
Afterward, you’ll receive a complimentary report describing the conversation, packed with 
useful ideas and solutions. 

Because of my travel schedule and the amount of time required to produce these reviews, I 
only schedule two per week.  Email contact@magicmeansbusiness.com to arrange your free 
conversation. 

mailto:contact@magicmeansbusiness.com

	Introduction:
	What Do Your Guests REALLY Want?
	Does My Party Really Need Entertainment?
	Ten Secrets to Outstanding Holiday Events
	Real Life Example:  How Do I Get My Employees with Kids to Attend?
	Real Life Example:  How Can I Ensure that Everyone Gets to the Event Safely and Comfortably?
	A Bonus from Mike Duseberg:

