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1 DINNER, BIG OUTCOME:

$3.7B
No crazy budget.  No crazy format.  Just intention and the right people in the right room.



WHO IS LIZ? (and why should you listen to anything I say?)

12+ Years. Hundreds of Dinners. 
One Obsession.

60–80
Personally Manage

Events Per Year

180+
Oversee

Events Per Year

12+
Years in

Venture Events

Bain Capital Ventures  ·  Greylock Partners  ·  Stanford University  ·  University of Pennsylvania



A NOTE OF GRATITUDE

" Props to 
Edward Sullivan & Amy Jin of Velocity Coaching 

& Nat Ford from Lux Capital!



THE PROBLEM

Most people optimize for 
being impressive  instead of 
creating connection .

Big Venue

→ People scatter, conversations fragment

Big Guest List

→ Caliber diluted, energy diffused

Big Budget

→ Impresses nobody, connects no one

The events people remember aren't the biggest ones.



INTIMACY
+  INTENTION

=  OUTSIZED ROI
Small rooms.  Small budgets.  Massive opportunities.

DESIGN SMALL, WIN BIG



THE SCIENCE
Why This Works: 
The 4 
Components 
of Connection— Brené Brown

COMPASSIO N
Caring about others' experience.
Desire to help and show up for 
them.

AUTHENTICIT
Y

Showing up without 
masks.
Being genuinely yourself.

VULNERABILITY

Disclosing 
uncomfortable truths.
Taking risks to build 
trust.

COURAGE

It takes courage to 
remove masks
and care for others.

Connection



WHAT CONNECTION UNLOCKS

CONNECTION → TRUST → OUTCOMES



01BEFORE
Design With Intention

The work happens before anyone walks in the door.



BEFORE

Guest Curation: The Most Important 
Decision You'll Make

Quality over quantity. Always. 
Never sacrifice caliber for 
numbers.



BEFORE

How to Vet & Curate

01 Start with the outcome

What do you want this room to produce? Work 
backwards from the result.

02 Find hidden commonalities

Look for what your guests share that they don't 
know yet. That's the magic.

03 Curate for energy

Titles matter less than curiosity, generosity, and 
presence in a room.

04 Assigned seating is strategy

Who sits next to whom is one of the 
highest-leverage decisions you'll make.



BEFORE

Venue as a Tool: Match the Space to the Goal

INTIMATE DINNER

• Contained space — single conversation flows

• Good acoustics — no shouting across the table

• Remove all distractions (open doors, clutter)

• Nature elements can increase psychological safety

WOW / IMPRESS EVENT

• Remote or unexpected location

• High-quality interactive activities

• Environmental spectacle creates shared memory

• Awe is a bonding mechanism



BEFORE

The Table Is a Design Decision

8-10  max guests for 
single flowing conversation

↕  Long tables over rounds
♟  Assigned seating = 

intentional connection design

One flowing 
conversation

LONG TABLE

ROUND TABLE  →  
Fragmented 

sub-conversations

8’x30” (standard)
24” per person 8’x40” (Queen’s)

24” per person
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BEFORE

AI as Your Curation Co-Pilot

Source the right guests from your CRM or via cold 
outreach

Find non-obvious commonalities across your guest list

Design assigned seating around sales opportunities & 
shared challenges

Personalize outreach to every single invitee

Brief your team on who’s coming with researched 
details

Act as a thought partner on topics, speakers & audience 
fit

AI doesn't replace the human touch — it removes the friction around it.



BEFORE

The AI-Powered Attendee Book

⚡  ATTENDEE BRIEF  —  Generated with AI  —  Real-Time & Up-to-Date

Each guest: background  ·  talking points  ·  connection opportunities  ·  conversation starters

The prompt. The results.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1iqATUdqDmaSm4wUotE-tedpWVHRN-MfH/preview


02DURING
Create the Conditions for Connection

Your job isn't to run an event. It's to engineer a moment.



DURING

The Facilitation Framework

1
CREATE SAFETY

Set agreements upfront: confidentiality, phone norms, expectations. People need permission to be real.

2
ESTABLISH SHARED MEANING

Define terms. Create shared language, roles. Give people a common frame before diving deep.

Rigidity is the enemy of connection.



DURING

Read the Room

Structure is a starting point, not a script.

The best facilitators hold their plan loosely and adapt in the moment.

SIGNALS TO WATCH FOR:

→ Energy drops: Introduce an activity or shift the question

→ One person dominates: Redirect with a direct question to someone quiet

→ Unexpected depth emerges: Abandon the plan — stay in the moment

→ Room gets restless: Take a break, reset with something physical



DURING

What Can Go Wrong (War Stories)

⚠
The PR Founder

Turned an intimate dinner into a pitch 
session for their own clients. The 
entire evening's energy collapsed.

Lesson: Vet intentions, not just 
credentials.

🏦
The Banker

Accidentally invited someone whose 
presence would have changed the 
room dynamic entirely. Had to uninvite 
them.

Lesson: Know your room before you send 
the invite.

🎤
The Co-Host

Went completely off-rails mid-event. 
Required a public, graceful 
intervention in front of the entire 
room.

Lesson: Vet your co-hosts as carefully as 
your guests.

The common thread: vetting, vetting, vetting — and always have a plan B.



03AFTER
This Is Where Most People Drop the Ball

The event is the spark. The follow-through is the fire.



AFTER

The Follow-Up Is The Opportunity

WHAT MOST PEOPLE DO

• Send a generic 'great to meet you' email

• Wait weeks before following up

• Forget to connect guests who should know each 
other

• Move on to planning the next event

THE OPPORTUNITY

• Personalized follow-up that extends the 
connection

• Right message, right person, right time

• Make the introductions you promised

• Turn one dinner into a lasting relationship 
network



AFTER

What Connection Compounds Into

One Intentional 
Dinner → Trust Built Over 

Time →
Deals.

Partnerships. 
Relationships.

→ Network Effects
That Compound

Remember that dinner I mentioned?

One dinner. One relationship. $3.7 billion.

The AppDynamics acquisition started at a dinner.



THE DESIGN SMALL, WIN BIG FRAMEWORK

BEFORE

• Curate with intention — quality 
over quantity

• Use AI to find hidden 
commonalities

• Match the venue to the goal

• Personalize outreach

DURING

• Assigned seating as strategy

• Create safety and shared 
meaning

• 10 people max, long table over 
rounds

• Read the room — hold structure 
loosely

AFTER

• Follow through — every time

• Personalized, timely, specific

• Make the introductions you 
promised

• Turn one dinner into a lasting 
network

INTIMACY  +  INTENTION  =  OUTSIZED ROI



YOUR MOVE

What You Can Do
This Week
01

Audit your next event's guest list
Is every person there for a reason? Are you sacrificing quality for numbers?

02
Build one attendee brief with 
AI
Try it before your next meeting or dinner. See what you didn't know you were missing.

03
Design your seating with intention
Who should meet whom? What deal could start at your table?

04
Follow up like you mean it
Specific, personal, timely. This is where most of the ROI lives.

The small room is where the big things start.



THANK YOU.
Let's keep the conversation going!

Liz Cherson
Head of Events & Community
Bain Capital Ventures

Q & A

Ask me anything about designing
small events that win big.

DESIGN SMALL, WIN BIG  ·  EVENTASTIC 2026


