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Ok, here's how caterers operate.

They furnish food and drinks for corporate and private customers, either for events or on a regular basis.

The typical catering business has under $500,000 in annual sales and fewer than 10 workers, many of them part-time.

They offer a menu of items at set prices per person. Food is prepared at a central kitchen and then packaged and delivered to the customer. They may also provide waiters, linens, tables and cleanup service. Sometimes they cook on the premises.

Some operate food trucks that make regular rounds. Some have contracts to provide companies with daily supplies.

They own a lot of food preparation equipment, including large refrigerators. Food ingredients are bought from wholesalers or directly from supermarkets.

Internet sites are an important marketing tool.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Many restaurants, hotels and delis have operations that compete with caterers.

Until operations reach a certain size, cash flow is highly uneven.

Demand is uneven throughout the year, with company parties in December and weddings in the summer.

Because of low pay and uneven schedules, there's a lot of worker turnover.

Here are some good talking points.

Is their business mainly corporate or private?

How many events do they cater per month? What's the typical guest size?

How does business change from month to month?

In what range is the per-person charge?

What kind of marketing do they do?

How much full-time and part-time staff do they have?

How much did the recession affect them?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

