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risotto renaissance
An Italian classic is recast for time- and labor-sensitive kitchens

the original
Risotto, the quintessential Italian rice

dish, is made from short-grain rice, gener-

ically referred to as Arborio. But there

are many different varieties, the finest

being Vialone, Nano then Carnaroli. The

most widely used is Arborio. 

When making risotto remember: The pot

must be heavy-bottomed, or it will burn.

Also, quality counts. High-end restaurants

making risotto from scratch can get away

with using Arborio, but it doesn’t have the

eating quality, holding capabilities or starch

content of Carnaroli to make it creamy.

Look for rice packaged as “Carnaroli ai

pestelli,” meaning it was hulled with a

mechanical mortar and pestle, leaving the

rice covered with a powdery starch. It is

well worth the extra pennies.

the analysis
Although popular, risotto is labor- and

time-intensive. This can be overcome by

making large batches in advance, then 

finishing to order. For making risotto in

advance, Carnaroli rice is the best choice. 

The trick in cooking risotto ahead is 

not washing the rice and not adding addi-

tional liquid once the rice has absorbed

75 percent of the total liquid in the

recipe. Once cooked to this point, spread

the rice onto a lined sheet pan, cover

with plastic and cool quickly. Transfer to

portion control packages or a container

and wrap tightly. At service, return the

risotto to a hot pot and add the final liq-

uid and other ingredients. This operator-

friendly technique produces virtually the

same results as the classic method.

the results
Because risotto is so inexpensive to pre-

pare, we encourage incorporating a few

“sexy” ingredients of high perceived

value to drive the price-value relationship

and the intent to order. For this exercise,

we offer three interpretations of this

time-honored Italian dish.

The “gold standard” recipe is based on

the classic pairing of porcini and other

exotic mushrooms with chicken or mush-

room broth, sherry and high-quality, aged

Parmesan cheese ($14.95, recipe, p. 116).

Our simplified version features pancetta,

ricotta cheese and pine nuts. And our

high-end saffron risotto with shrimp, lob-

ster and lemon zest offers a “shoot the

moon” interpretation of the classic 

saffron-scented risotto Milanese.

By Daniel Bendas and Dean Small



plateexpectations

Dean Small and Danny Bendas, 
Synergy Consulting

Yield: 6 to 8 servings

Menu price: $12.50; food cost/serving: 11%

Chicken broth 2 qt

Olive oil 1/4 C

Yellow onion, 1/4-inch dice 1/2 C

Pancetta, diced 4 Oz

Roasted garlic, chopped 1/4 C

Rice, Carnaroli 1 Lb

White wine, dry 1/2 C

Sea salt, ground 1 TBS

Freshly ground white pepper 1 tsp

Firm ricotta cheese, grated 6 Oz

Parmesan cheese, aged, grated 8 Oz

Arugula, chopped 2 C

Pine nuts, toasted, 
roughly chopped 1/2 C

1. In a large saucepan, bring the stock to a
boil over high heat. Reduce the heat to a low
simmer.

2. In a large, heavy-bottomed saucepan,
heat the butter over medium heat. Add the
onions and cook, stirring often, until soft-
ened, about 2 minutes. Do not allow to
brown. Add the pancetta and roasted garlic
and cook for an additional 2 minutes, stirring
frequently. 

3. Add the rice and cook, stirring with a
wooden spoon almost constantly, for 4 to 5

minutes. Add the wine and cook until almost
completely absorbed, about 2 to 3 minutes.
Add the salt and white pepper and mix well.

4. Ladle 25% or 2 cups of the simmering
stock into the rice and cook, stirring often,
until the stock has been almost completely
absorbed, about 4 minutes. Then add 
another 25% of simmering stock into the
rice; continue cooking until the rice has
absorbed the liquid, about 4 more minutes.
Continue stirring and adding the last 2 cups
of liquid (reserving 2 cups for the final prepa-
ration). Allow 4 minutes for the liquid to be
fully absorbed.

5. Add the grated ricotta and Parmesan
cheeses and stir well to combine. After 
15 minutes of cooking, transfer the rice to 
a lined sheet pan and spread it out evenly.
Cover with plastic wrap and reserve, refriger-
ated. When cool, transfer risotto to portion-
control containers.

6. At the time of service, place an 8- to 10-
ounce portion of rice into a warm sauté pan.
Add 2 to 3 ounces of reserved stock to the
pan and, using a rubber spatula, blend well
and allow the rice to absorb the liquid.

7. Add 1/4 cup of chopped arugula to the
sauté pan and mix well to heat and blend
with the rice. Remove from heat and spoon
the finished risotto on to a large, warm dish
and sprinkle 1 tablespoon of Parmesan
cheese over the top of the risotto. Sprinkle 
1 tablespoon each of chopped, toasted pine
nuts and Parmesan cheese on the rim of the
plate for garnish. Serve immediately.
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Cheesy risotto with roasted garlic, pancetta, 
toasted pine nuts and arugula

Daniel Bendas and Dean Small are managing

partners with Synergy, a foodservice consulting

firm specializing in menu development,

marketing and operations training.
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] Use only a wooden spoon when

making risotto. A metal spoon will

scratch the pan and lend a metallic 

flavor to the rice.

] Chopped arugula adds color

and texture, while toasted pine nuts

bring an earthy bite to the dish.

] Try the shake test: Spoon a 

little risotto into a bowl and shake

it slightly. The risotto should spread

gently on its own accord. If the rice

just stands still it’s too dry, so add

some stock. If a puddle of liquid

forms around the rice, you have

added too much stock. Spoon some

off or let the risotto sit for a few

seconds off the heat to absorb the

excess liquid.

] Ingredients for this dish are

readily available and cost-effective.

The combination of garlic, pancetta

and cheese offers customers an

interesting combination of familiar,

yet exciting, flavors.

] Technique is important: After

softening the onions in oil or butter

(the “soffrito,” as it’s known in

Italian), add the rice. Cook the rice

slowly, stirring often in the begin-

ning to develop the starches and

slightly toast each grain. This 

activates the starch being released

so you do not end up with a heavy

bowl of porridge. The heat should

be medium-high, enough so that

when the wine is added it will

reduce in a matter of minutes.
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Dean Small and Danny Bendas, 
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Yield: 6 to 8 servings

Menu price: $16.95; food cost/serving: 24%

Chicken broth 2 qt

Butter, salted 1/4 Lb

Shallots, finely chopped 1/4 C

Garlic, chopped 2 TBS

Rice, Carnaroli 1 Lb

Saffron powder 1/4 tsp

Lemon zest 1 TBS

White wine, dry 1 C

Sea salt, ground 1 tsp

Freshly ground white pepper 1 tsp

Cayenne 1/4 tsp

Parmigiano-Reggiano, grated 1 C

Shrimp, 31/35 count, cooked, 
peeled, deveined 30 each

Lobster meat, cooked 9 Oz

Fresh chives, chopped 1/4 C

Fresh chive sprigs 18 to 24 each

1. In a large saucepan, bring the stock to a
boil over high heat. Reduce the heat to a low
simmer.

2. In a large, heavy-bottomed saucepan,
heat the butter over medium heat. Add the
shallots and garlic and cook, stirring often,
until softened, about 2 minutes. Do not allow
to brown.

3. Add the rice and and cook, stirring with a

wooden spoon almost constantly, for 4 to 
5 minutes. Add the saffron powder and stir
well to blend with rice. Add the lemon zest
and blend well with the rice.

4. Add the wine and cook until almost 
completely absorbed, about 2 to 3 minutes.
Ladle 25% or 2 cups of the simmering stock
into the rice and cook, stirring often, until the
stock has been almost completely absorbed,
about 4 minutes. Add another 25% of sim-
mering stock into the rice; continue cooking
until the rice has absorbed the liquid, about
4 minutes. Continue stirring and add the last
2 cups of liquid (reserving 2 cups for the final
preparation) and allow 4 minutes for the rice
to absorb the liquid.

5. Add the salt, pepper and Parmigiano-
Reggiano and stir well into the mixture. After
15 minutes of cooking time, transfer the rice
to a lined sheet pan and spread it out evenly.
Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate.
When cool, transfer rice to portion-control
containers.

6. At the time of service, place an 8- to 
10-ounce portion of saffron rice into a warm
sauté pan. Add 2 to 3 ounces of reserved
liquid to the pan and, using a rubber spatula,
blend well and allow the rice to absorb the
liquid.

7. Add 5 precooked shrimp and 1 1/2
ounces of lobster meat to the sauté pan and
mix well to heat and blend with the rice.
Remove from heat and spoon the finished
risotto onto a large, warm dish. Sprinkle with
2 teaspoons of fresh chopped chives and
place three chive sprigs standing up in the
risotto as a garnish. Serve immediately.
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Saffron risotto with shrimp, lobster and lemon zest
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] Combining lobster with shrimp

helps justify a higher price point

while keeping food costs in check.

] Substitute saffron powder for

threads. It is easier to use and

many versions of this product are

available.

] One way to check the rice for

doneness is to visually inspect the

inside of the rice. As a guideline,

there should be a tender-to-the-bite

white center.

] The bright gold color of saffron

powder makes the dish more 

visually appealing and signals to

the diner that this is a premium

menu item.

] In Italy, restaurants frequently

use water to cook the risotto so

that you can taste the rice. But

many U.S. restaurants have water

that is high in chlorine, which 

definitely impacts the finished

taste. Regardless of the liquid, it

must be hot. You cannot add room

temperature broth to the risotto or

it will not cook properly.


