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By Jonathan Hemmerdinger

In recent weeks and months, trade associations
representing financial firms have been preparing
for—and largely supporting—what some say will
be the greatest overhaul of the nation’s financial
regulatory system in roughly 80 years. 

“Associations over the last six months have
recognized this will be the biggest regulatory
reform debate since the Great Depression,” said
Duane Thompson, managing director in the
Washington, D.C. office of the 28,000-mem-
ber Financial Planning Association. “Everyone
is gearing up.”

Though specifics on how the Obama admin-
istration plans to revamp the regulatory system

have not yet been released, reports swirling
around Washington in the last few weeks suggest
a broad overhaul which may include the creation
of a single banking regulation agency, a financial
consumer protection commission and a resolu-
tion authority to oversee an orderly “wind-
down” of severely troubled financial institutions.

One possibility is unified oversight
An integrated system could be fundamentally

different than the current regulatory system, a
patchwork of state and federal agencies—the
Securities and Exchange Commission, the Fed-
eral Deposit Insurance Corporation, Office of
Thrift Supervision and Office of the Comptrol-
ler of the Currency, for instance—that govern a

variety of financial products.
In recent weeks reports have surfaced that

the Department of the Treasury may seek to
regulate trades in the so-called “shadow bank-
ing system”—the largely unregulated market
for derivatives, the financial products that in-
clude the credit default swaps that many say
worsened the financial crisis.

And on May 28 on CNBC, House Financial
Services Committee Chairman Barney Frank said
he supports “dual track” regulation—a system of
continued oversight by federal agencies and the
creation of an agency to monitor systemic risk.

Many financial groups have supported regu-
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Associations support financial reform, differ on specifics
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By Mark Graham

Associations generally are organized to
promote and advance an industry or
profession, but they don’t necessarily have to
be a nonprofit to accomplish these ends. 

Most associations are 501(c) entities, an
IRS tax designation that exempts them from
some federal income tax in return for financial
disclosures and some restrictions on activities,
such as endorsing political candidates. The
typical nonprofit group originates when
individuals or companies band together, but a
single entrepreneur, sensing an opportunity
within an industry, can create a for-profit
membership group—essentially a business—
to serve members in a similar fashion. 

The Rio Rancho, N.M.-based U.S.
Personal Chef Association is one of those for-
profit associations, providing identical
services as nonprofit counterparts, including
ongoing education, credentialing, network
opportunities, a magazine and an annual
meeting. 

The USPCA grew from the Culinary
Business Academy, the post-secondary school
for personal chefs that was founded by David
MacKay in 1991. Soon after the academy
turned out graduates, they began calling the
school–then named the U.S. Personal Chef
Institute—for advice and help running their
new businesses.

“There was real need for an association for
members to have contact and support for each
other,” said Gail Kenagy, CEO of USPCA and
CBA. 

Serving members and making money
And the association grew from there. Today,

it offers an array of products and services to
members, including a $1 million liability
insurance policy, for $325 in annual dues.
First-year membership is free to academy
graduates. The liability insurance alone is
worth the price, Kenagy said, since it would
cost chefs between $500 to $750 for
individual coverage.

She said her organization has been
profitable even during the current recession,
growing 22 percent year-over-year for the past
five years. 

The difference between USPCA and a
typical nonprofit association, besides the tax
designation, is the leadership aspect. USPCA

has no member board and is led by one
person, Kenagy. She purchased the group and
its affiliated school in March 2008 from
MacKay, and said she is committed to
growing the association, the school and the
personal chef profession itself.

Kenagy began her own personal chef
business nine years ago after tiring of her job
as an operating room surgical technician. The
self-styled “foodie” soon found herself
passionate about her new profession. She grew
her own business to a six-figure income, even
launching a commercial kitchen to serve more
clients, began speaking at USPCA’s annual
meeting and teaching at the academy. 

When MacKay expressed interest in selling,
Kenagy said she jumped at the chance. 

“Because of my teaching experience through
the Culinary Business Academy, I can see that
people can get there from here. The
association needs to remain strong to support
that,” Kenagy said.

She admits that the job of association CEO
is more difficult and time consuming than she
expected. Like many association CEOs, she
has had to become fluent in advertising,
marketing, finance and the other aspects of
operating a membership organization and a
school, which together employ a staff of 15.

“It’s been a great experience learning how to
juggle all these things. And you do learn
because you have to.” Kenagy said.

In the last 16 months, she has worked to

revamp the organization, trimming staff,
updating the web site and adding resources for
members, partially in reaction to the economic
downturn, but also to shape it into a stronger
and more relevant resource for members.

“[This recession] is a good thing. It forced
us to cut the fat. It forced us to be smarter
about where the money is spent and why,”
Kenagy said. “And that’s what we teach our
personal chefs: don’t get fat and happy.”

Despite the downturn, she has grown
membership from 1,800 when she took over
the association to 3,000 today, partially
through the acquisition in the spring of
another for-profit chefs association, the
Personal Chefs Network, which added 500
members. 

And registration for late July’s annual
meeting in New Orleans is only off by 5
percent, notable in these days of decline.

She said her membership goal is 10,000,
with an eye to becoming an international
organization. To get there, Kenagy is working
on partnerships with the American Culinary
Federation, National Restaurant Association
and National Registry of Food Safety
Professionals, and is planning to add regional
conferences, online education, associate
member opportunities and food, cooking and
recipe resources for the public. 

“The point is to make the biggest and best
association for the members and public
overall.” 

For-profit associations share attributes with nonprofits
The U.S. Personal Chef Association is technically a business, but provides nearly the same services to its members as traditional 501(c) organizations 

Her personal chef business
led Gail Kenagy to buy 
the association and the
academy that feeds it. 


