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Residential Special Event of the Year

Too Hot to Handle: Spicing Up Global Connections

George Mason University

Introduction:

Mason Dining's Too Hot to Handle challenge brought fiery world connections to their campus dining's cultural experience -
using spicy cuisine as a gateway to global exploration. Designed to bring together George Mason's diverse community, the
event featured authentic dishes from South Korea, India, the Caribbean, and Latin America - all carefully curated by Mason
Dining chefs. The impact was immediate—attendance at Ike’s during the event period surged compared to the previous
week, with an average increase of over 7% per night. Students embraced the challenge, not just for the thrill of spice but to
connect with different cultures through food.

Essay:

The Too Hot to Handle challenge was designed to push the limits of flavor, spice and cultural history offering Mason
students a creative dining experience that fused bold flavors with educational insight into global cuisine. The menu featured
rich Indian Biryani rice, fiery Caribbean Curry chicken, and South Korean Buldak noodles, and American style chicken wings
paired with authentic beverages, creating a unique culinary journey for the Mason community.

The turnout surpassed expectations, with each day seeing a steady increase in attendance. On average, 43 more guests
showed up each day compared to the previous week, reflecting the growing excitement surrounding the event.
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In keeping with Mason Dining's commitment to inclusivity, an allergen-friendly station and vegetarian/vegan options were
also provided, ensuring all students could participate safely. To maintain food quality and safety, dishes were served at
proper temperatures, with production sheets guiding preparation.

Sustainability was also a focus. After the event, food waste was carefully measured, and the minimal waste was recorded,
reflecting the popularity of the event and the careful planning of portions. Too Hot to Handle exceeded expectations in both
attendance and sustainability goals, reinforcing Mason Dining's commitment to delivering memorable experiences.

Introduction:

The Too Hot to Handle event grew from a viral social media challenge into a week-long celebration showcasing George
Mason University’s cultural diversity. What started as a spicy wing challenge with campus influencers evolved into a five-day
event blending competition with cultural education. Students explored international cuisines and learned about the artistic
significance of spice in cooking. The event generated tremendous interest, quickly becoming an annual tradition. Students
proudly wore their winning swag, and the event solidified itself as a highlight of the year, fostering inclusivity, community
engagement, and Mason Dining's commitment to cultural exploration.

Essay:

You walk in, look around, and you just know something is different. There's excitement in the air, and people are grinning
through tears, congratulating themselves for making it through. Too Hot to Handle was a five-day event that combined
spice challenges, where the dining space was decorated to reflect the hot theme for the week. Each day focused on a
different region of the world, offering Mason students a fun way to explore how various cultures incorporate spices into
their cuisines. From South Korea to India, the Caribbean, and Latin America, the station served made-to-order dishes
showcasing the regions' spicy flavors. Complementary drinks, such as soothing lassis and chilled boba teas, balanced the
heat and enhanced the experience. The final day culminated in the ultimate heat test, featuring the spiciest wings students
loved worldwide.

The décor played a crucial role in bringing the event to life. The station was transformed into a Flaming Hot Carnival, with
vibrant fire motifs, bold visuals, and a “Too Hot to Handle” photo backdrop for participants. Interactive games like ring toss
and high striker created a lively atmosphere, while a Wall of Fame displayed photos of students who conquered the
challenge.

Introduction:

The Too Hot to Handle brand was crafted by the Mason Dining team to capture the event's high energy and fiery theme. A
full branding kit, including custom fonts, vibrant icons, and a bold logo, established a recognizable look. The identity featured
fire motifs, skeletons, and a rock ‘n’ roll, biker-carnival aesthetic popular with students.

To generate excitement, Mason Dining employed a multi-channel marketing approach. Printed materials were minimized in
favor of digital promotions, aligning with sustainability practices. Through engaging campaigns and eco-friendly efforts, Too
Hot to Handle became a highly anticipated event on campus.

Essay:

Mason Dining's marketing team set out to create a brand with long-term potential. The goal is to grow the brand, with future
plans to sell exclusive hot sauces named after the event—showcasing its origins as a campus-born phenomenon with
aspirations to reach a broader audience.

The marketing strategy leveraged a variety of channels to ensure visibility and excitement. Posters and banners were
strategically displayed across campus to build anticipation. Primarily digital promotions through Mason Dining's website,
digital screens, social media, and a campus-wide text program kept students informed. Influencers—well-known students
with large followings—played key roles, eating spicy wings and answering “hot” questions to generate buzz.
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Zayd Hamid, a student commencement speaker, said, "l appreciated the diverse flavors and enjoyed every bite. The energy,
crowd, and challenge kept me going—and I'll wear my Too Hot to Handle shirt with pride!" The challenge itself was the main
attraction, with students competing to make it to the final day.

To gauge success, feedback was gathered through social media, on-site interactions, and the myDTXT program. The Happy
or Not index increased from 81% to 87%, reflecting the event's positive reception and student enthusiasm.

Introduction:

Too Hot to Handle was created to bring George Mason's community together through food, friendly competition, and
cultural education. The goal was to introduce students to diverse cuisines while celebrating the role of spice in different
cultures. The event exceeded expectations, with an average increase of 43 attendees per day and a 6% rise in the Happy or
Not index, reflecting overwhelmingly positive student reception. The participation of Mason Dining chefs, faculty, and staff
played a key role in its success, fostering a sense of connection and inclusivity. The event quickly became a platform for
cultural exploration and community engagement.

Essay:

Too Hot to Handle went beyond its initial purpose, transforming into a high-energy, week-long celebration of cultural
diversity and global cuisine. The event blended cultural education with friendly competition, introducing students to cuisines
from across the world while celebrating the role of spice in various cultures. The result was a noticeable increase in
participation and satisfaction.

A key factor in the event's success was the direct involvement of the Mason Dining team. Chef Jude remarked, “Seeing
students push past their spice limits while learning about new flavors made this event truly special. It wasn't just about heat
—it was about connection.” Faculty and staff also played a major role, bridging the gap between students and campus
leaders, creating an inclusive experience. Nelcy Crespo, George Mason staff, shared, “The Too Hot to Handle challenge was a
fiery and inclusive experience that brought the Mason community together—students, staff, and alumni alike.”

Sustainability was prioritized, with compostable serving ware, portion control to minimize food waste, and a digital-first
marketing strategy. By the end of the week, students proudly wore their Too Hot to Handle shirts, celebrating the event's
success in fostering cultural unity and shared experiences.

Log in to nacufs.awardsplatform.com to see complete entry attachments.
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