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1. Introduction

1.1	 Welcome	to	Professional	Cooking
Congratulations on your decision to become a caterer or personal chef! 
You’ve chosen a career that’s fun, rewarding, and that offers you plenty 
of opportunities for professional development and personal growth. 

Your interest in starting a catering company or personal chef service 
probably stems from your own day-to-day experience of feeding peo-
ple. Chances are you enjoy every step of the process, from finding the 
perfect recipe, to purchasing the freshest ingredients, to matching each 
course with the most suitable wine. 
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You appreciate the texture of foods, revel in their individual flavors 
and aromas, and love adjusting your favorite recipes to make them 
uniquely your own. You’re crazy about spices, and you can happily 
spend hours browsing grocery store aisles, looking for new treasures. 
Best of all, you love the raves that come your way from appreciative 
relatives and guests who say things like, “You should be in the cater-
ing business!”
 
Not only is catering a booming industry, but personal cheffing is 
quickly becoming a major growth industry throughout North Ameri-
ca. Whether you choose to pursue catering, personal cheffing, or both, 
you are heading into a high-demand field. People not only need to 
eat; most of us love to eat. But the love of eating doesn’t necessarily go 
hand-in-hand with the love of cooking. 

Cooking is both an art and a skill. Knowing how to follow a recipe, 
adjust ingredients, and turn an ordinary meal into a feast for the taste 
buds, takes skill. But knowing how to present food so that it is also a 
feast for the eyes, and mastering the split-second timing that makes 
your vegetables crisp and colorful, and your salad cold and fresh — 
that’s the art of cooking. And both are the stock-in-trade of successful 
caterers and personal chefs. 

The FabJob Guide to Become a Caterer or Personal Chef gives you the infor-
mation you need to get started and succeed in these fun and fulfilling 
careers. You’ll learn how to sharpen your skills and develop the cre-
ative touches that make catering and personal cheffing both rewarding 
and profitable. And you’ll learn some tricks of the trade from top cater-
ers and chefs that will turn your clients into regulars as well as your 
best source of advertising (word-of-mouth).

This chapter lays the foundation for the rest of the guide. In it, you 
will read about the basics of food service as a profession and its many 
benefits. We will introduce both catering and personal cheffing so you 
can consider whether you should choose one area or pursue both, and 
you will learn the steps you need to take to get started.

1.1.1	 Food	Service	as	a	Profession
The job of preparing and serving food has been around for millennia. 
As long as there have been great civilizations with their royal fami-
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lies, commanders, and moneyed classes, there have been employment 
opportunities for chefs, cooks, and bakers. And, of course, as anyone 
who has ever cooked a holiday dinner, contributed food for a potluck 
dinner, or puts family meals on the table will tell you, domestic food 
service has been around since the dawn of time. 

Although ingredients, food styles, and even table manners have 
changed over time, the basics of transforming edible products into tan-
talizing meals have not. 

You still have to acquire ingredients; store them safely; prepare them 
by washing, cutting, chopping, marinating, or otherwise altering them 
from their natural state; cook them; present them; and finally, serve 
them. 

Until the last few decades, the only time most people considered hir-
ing a caterer was for weddings. But with the growing popularity of 
chefs and home-entertaining gurus like Rachael Ray, Martha Stewart, 
Emeril Lagasse, and Nigella Lawson, hiring a caterer to provide ex-
traordinary food for all types of private functions has turned into a 
common practice. 

Until the late 1980s, personal cheffing had not yet become an industry, 
and private chefs were typically hired only by wealthy people or by 
exclusive clubs. But by the 1990s, busy parents and working people 
discovered that hiring a personal chef to prepare a pre-set number of 
meals, package them by portion size, and freeze them for future use 
enabled them to serve wholesome and delicious meals without spend-
ing hours over a hot stove. A new industry was born! 

1.1.2	 Caterer,	Personal	Chef,	or	Both?
If you dream of becoming a caterer but lack confidence or experience, 
being a personal chef first is a great way to build your skills, confi-
dence, and recipe base. You may decide to focus your attention on one 
business type or the other, but both personal chefs and caterers now 
have the option of expanding their customer base and their income 
potential by offering both services. 

Following is a brief introduction to these careers.
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What	Is	a	Caterer?

People hire caterers to supply food, beverages, and often service for 
special events or gatherings ranging from an intimate dinner party 
or backyard reception, to weddings, conferences, political rallies, and 
fundraisers. A caterer’s prime role in the planning and execution of 
public or private events is to prepare food, transport it to the func-
tion site, and serve it, possibly with the assistance of paid helpers and 
wait staff. 

In addition, a caterer may be asked to provide advice regarding selec-
tion of food and beverages, construct menus around specific themes, 
or work in tandem with other function coordinators, such as wedding 
consultants, corporate event planners, or banquet hall managers.

Regardless of the purpose or size of the event, clients pay for the con-
venience, experience, and professionalism that caterers offer. Once they 
sign a service contract or pay a deposit, they expect you, the caterer, to 
deal with all the details of food and beverage service that go into mak-
ing a function successful and stress-free for the host. 

What	Is	a	Personal	Chef?

A personal chef is hired by a client to prepare a predetermined num-
ber of individual or family meals that are ready to cook that day; or 
are packaged, labeled with heating instructions, and frozen for future 
use. 

A personal chef will usually prepare, package, label and freeze meals 
for clients in the clients’ homes, although personal chefs who are also 
caterers may make the meals in their own licensed kitchen and bring 
them to the clients.

Menus are customized for each client, and are dictated by individual 
tastes, nutritional goals, and dietary requirements. A personal chef will 
meet with a prospective client to discuss food preferences, any special 
dietary restrictions, frequency of service, and many other details. 

Increasingly, personal chefs are coming into the mainstream of domes-
tic services. No longer an unaffordable luxury reserved for the most 
affluent, the bulk of personal chef business now often comes from busy 
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middleclass families who want to eat healthy, delicious meals without 
spending hours in the kitchen. And according to a September 2006 ar-
ticle in Entrepreneur magazine, there is currently “plenty of demand for 
this specialized service.”

What’s	the	Same,	and	What’s	Different?

Caterers and personal chefs both provide food service to clients who 
pay for their culinary expertise. They are both driven by the specific 
needs and preferences of their customers. While caterers can accom-
modate functions ranging from an intimate dinner party to events for 
hundreds or even thousands of people, personal chefs are hired to pre-
pare a limited number of meals for individual families, or to provide 
in-home catering for small cocktail or dinner parties.
 
One major difference between personal chefs and caterers is in the area 
of regulations. Personal chefs who operate in the home kitchens of pri-
vate clients are categorized as “domestic workers,” and are generally 
not required to carry any special licenses or permits. (Liability insur-
ance is strongly advised, though, and many clients ask to see an insur-
ance certificate before they hire a personal chef.) 

Caterers, on the other hand, are required to work out of licensed 
kitchens approved by the local board of health and subject to random 
checks by health inspectors. Caterers are also required to carry more 
insurance coverage, including workers’ compensation if they regularly 
hire kitchen help or wait staff. 

Should	You	Do	Both?

Whether you choose to pursue a career as a caterer, personal chef, or 
both will depend largely on your business goals, career objectives, and 
training. Many caterers, especially those who lack formal training from 
a recognized culinary school, have started out as personal chefs in order 
to gain professional cooking experience. Once they build confidence in 
their ability to cook for more than a few people and have mastered a 
repertoire of culinary techniques and foolproof recipes, they feel that 
full-service catering is a natural outgrowth of their experience. 

Conversely, chefs who have spent years in large restaurant, hotel, or 
institutional kitchens or running large-scale catering companies often 
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enjoy the narrower focus afforded by being a personal chef. They find 
that personal cheffing allows a greater scope for their creativity and 
attention to detail. 

Do what appeals most to you. If you are interested in both, go for it! 
But keep in mind that it’s often easier to start a business with a single 
focus, and then expand later. This guide has more information on how 
to choose services to offer in sections 3.1 (catering) and 4.1 (personal 
chefs).

1.2	 Benefits	of	the	Career
Whether you decide to be a caterer, personal chef, or both, you’re 
choosing a career loaded with benefits. They include:

Being	Part	of	a	Growth	Industry

With thousands of catered events taking place throughout North 
America every day, there is no shortage of work. As long as couples 
get married and corporations host annual parties and conferences, ca-
terers will always be in demand. According to Catersource magazine, as 
of 2007 catering is a $16 billion industry, and one of the fastest-growing 
food service segments in the U.S.

Much faster than average growth is also expected among those who 
work in contract food service establishments, such as those that pro-
vide catering services, based on the most recent statistics from the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor. These changes reflect a continuing trend among large 
establishments to contract out food services so they may better focus 
on their core business.

Personal chef services are experiencing a remarkably rapid growth. 
Entrepreneur magazine designated personal cheffing as one of the 
fastest-growing businesses in the country for the fourth consecutive 
year in 2004. A 2005 survey commissioned by the American Personal 
Chef Association revealed that there are approximately 9,000 per-
sonal chefs operating in the U.S., collectively generating more than 
$300 million in annual revenue. That figure is expected to reach $1.2 
billion by 2010.
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Rewarding	Work

Not only is catering and personal cheffing enjoyable and often down-
right fun, it also gives you the opportunity for personal growth as 
you develop and hone your skills. In time, you might decide to spe-
cialize in a particular culinary style, or to focus on intimate at-home 
dinner parties or on large corporate events. Whatever direction you 
choose, you’ll enjoy plenty of variety. Each job is different; each cli-
ent’s needs vary. That means that you’ll finish every job with a little 
more experience, and the pleasure of knowing you successfully rose 
to a new challenge. 

Creative	Opportunities

If you love to cook, you probably see pots and pans as palettes from 
which you, the artist, create edible works of art with ingredients of ev-
ery hue and texture. The ability to turn ordinary foods into a pleasing 
meal that appeals to every sense is one of the attributes clients value 
most in personal chefs and caterers. Opportunities to exercise your cre-
ativity abound in this career. And the skill to do so will set you apart 
as an expert in your field.

Helping People

Not only will you come into contact with hundreds of people each year 
(sometimes at a single event!), but you will also have the satisfaction of 
knowing you’re providing a service that makes life easier for your cli-
ents, and enables them to enjoy themselves rather than fretting about 
their menu. If you choose to offer your services as a personal chef, 
you’ll help your clients and their families to eat healthy, nourishing, 
and delicious meals without spending hours in the kitchen.

Income

As with any career, income levels depend on your experience, geo-
graphic location, size and scale of your business, and target customer 
base. But you can certainly expect to make a decent living at it. Full-
time caterers routinely earn anywhere from $30,000 to $100,000 per 
year, with some earning considerably more. Personal chefs tend to start 
somewhat lower, but have considerable opportunity for growth.
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Freedom

When you work for yourself in your own catering or personal chef 
business, you control the amount of time you work. You’re free to ac-
cept jobs that appeal to you and turn down those that don’t, or that 
put too great a burden on you. As your own boss, you will be adding 
immeasurably to your own quality of life.

1.3 Inside This Guide
The FabJob Guide to Become a Caterer or Personal Chef is designed to take 
you step by step through getting started and succeeding as a caterer 
or personal chef.

Chapter 2 (Getting Ready) describes the skills needed to succeed as a 
caterer or personal chef. In this chapter you’ll find resources for hon-
ing your professional, organizational and interpersonal skills, and for 
tapping into your creativity. The chapter also explores ways that you 
can prepare yourself to succeed as a new entrepreneur — by talking to 
other professionals, learning on your own, and beginning to develop a 
vision of what you intend your business to be.

Chapter 3 (Offering Catering Services) focuses on the catering business 
option. You’ll learn what kinds of services you can offer, and the types 
of events you can choose from or specialize in. The chapter also offers 
detailed information about menu planning, consulting with the client, 
setting your fees, and preparing for an event. 

If becoming a personal chef is more appealing, Chapter 4 (Offering Per-
sonal Chef Services) is for you. Learn about the types of service you 
can offer, setting your fees, and some ways to specialize in a competi-
tive market. This chapter also covers choosing meals to make, stock-
ing your kitchen with essentials, shopping, preparing, and packaging 
meals for your clients to enjoy.

Chapter 5 (Running a Catering or Personal Chef Business) offers advice 
on business strategies that are important to both of these food service 
small businesses. It all starts with setting up a professional kitchen (or 
finding one to rent), and covers business licenses, equipment and sup-
plies, developing a marketing plan and putting it into action, hiring 
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staff or contractors, and handling essentials such as insurance, taxes, 
and bookkeeping.

Chapter 6 rounds out the guide with some final words of inspiration. It 
also adds a bonus section (Food Service Jobs) for readers who are look-
ing to build their practical experience before starting a catering or per-
sonal chef business, which covers types of jobs and employers, how to 
find job openings, and how to succeed in a job interview. 

Throughout the guide you will find helpful checklists and samples to 
assist you in developing and running your own business.

After reading this guide, you’ll know the steps you need to take to get 
started in your “fab” job. By applying what you learn, it’s only a matter 
of time until you’re where you want to be… in an exciting and satisfy-
ing career as a caterer or personal chef. 

You	have	reached	the	end	of	this	free	sample	of	the	FabJob Guide 
to Become a Caterer or Personal Chef. To order the complete print 
book	with	CD-ROM	go	to	www.fabjob.com/program/become-a-ca-
terer-print/.

http://fabjob.com/program/become-a-caterer-print/
http://fabjob.com/program/become-a-caterer-print/
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