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T he restaurant industry is a large and fast-growing sector of the U.S. economy. It currently employs 5.5 million

women (accounting for 9.9 percent of all private-sector employment among women) and 5.1 million men

(accounting for 8.4 percent of private-sector employment among men). The restaurant industry includes a

wide range of establishments, from fast-food to full-service restaurants, from food trucks to caterers, from coffee shops to

bars. While there are certainly employers in the restaurant industry who provide high-quality jobs, by and large the

industry consists of very low-wage jobs with few benefits, and many restaurant workers live in poverty or near-poverty.

This paper examines the restaurant industry and the workers who hold restaurant jobs, including how much they earn,

what jobs they do, whether they receive benefits, and whether they and their families are able to make ends meet. Key

findings include:

Restaurant workers receive very low pay.

The median hourly wage in the restaurant industry, including tips, is $10.00, compared with $18.00 out-

side of the restaurant industry. After accounting for demographic differences between restaurant workers

and other workers, restaurant workers have hourly wages that are 17.2 percent lower than those of similar

workers outside the restaurant industry. This is the “wage penalty” of restaurant work.

The largest restaurant industry occupation is waiter/waitress, which makes up nearly a quarter (23.3 per-

cent) of all restaurant jobs, and has a typical wage, including tips, of $10.15 an hour. The lowest-paid occu-

pation is cashiers/counter attendants, at $8.23 an hour, while the highest paid are managers, at a typical

wage of $15.42 per hour—which is still lower than the overall median wage outside the restaurant industry.

Unionization rates are extremely low in the restaurant industry, but unionized restaurant workers receive

wages that are substantially higher than those of non-union restaurant workers.

Occupations within the restaurant industry are highly gendered and have strong racial and ethnic concentrations.

Women are much more likely than men to be cashiers/counter attendants, hosts, and wait staff, and much

less likely to be dishwashers, cooks, or chefs/head cooks.

Blacks are disproportionately likely to be cashiers/counter attendants, the lowest-paid occupation in the

industry. Hispanics are disproportionately likely to be dishwashers, dining room attendants, or cooks, also

relatively low-paid occupations. White non-Hispanics are disproportionately likely to be hosts/hostesses,

wait staff, bartenders, or managers, which are among the industry’s more highly paid occupations.

Restaurant workers are much more likely than other workers to be poor or near-poor.

One in six restaurant workers, or 16.7 percent, live below the official poverty line. The poverty rate for

workers outside the restaurant industry is more than 10 percentage points lower, at 6.3 percent.

Twice the official poverty threshold is commonly used by researchers as a measure of what it takes for a

family to make ends meet. More than two in five restaurant workers, or 43.1 percent, live below twice the

poverty line—more than twice the 19.9 percent share outside the restaurant industry.

By race/ethnicity and gender, poverty rates in the restaurant industry are highest for women, blacks, and

Hispanics. Among workers in the restaurant industry, poverty rates are much lower for workers in a union.
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Restaurant workers rarely receive fringe benefits.

Just 14.4 percent of restaurant workers receive health insurance from their employer, compared with

roughly half (48.7 percent) of other workers. Of unionized restaurant workers, 41.9 percent receive health

insurance at work, substantially higher than the share among nonunionized restaurant workers.

Only 8.4 percent of restaurant workers are included in a pension plan at their job, one-fifth the rate of pen-

sion coverage outside the restaurant industry, 41.8 percent. Of unionized restaurant workers, 31.6 percent

are covered by a pension plan, substantially higher than the share among nonunionized restaurant workers.

The quality of restaurant jobs can be improved by reforming or enacting policies to give restaurant workers more

bargaining power and raise their wages, such as:

Increasing the minimum wage and eliminating the tipped minimum wage (a “subminimum wage” for

workers who customarily and regularly receive tips), so that tipped workers—who are disproportionately

women—receive the full minimum wage.

Increasing the salary threshold below which workers are automatically covered by the overtime protections

in the Fair Labor Standards Act to $984 per week (which is simply the 1975 threshold adjusted for infla-

tion). This will ensure that low-paid managers and supervisors in the restaurant industry receive “time-and-

a-half ” pay for each hour of work per week beyond 40 hours.

Passing comprehensive immigration reform with a path to citizenship for undocumented workers, which

will make undocumented workers in the restaurant industry less vulnerable to exploitation.

Passing legislation requiring all employers to provide paid sick days to their employees.

Combating “just-in-time” scheduling, an enormously harmful trend where employers give workers little

advance notice of their schedules, call workers into work during nonscheduled times to meet unexpected

customer demand, and send workers home early when business is slow.

Updating labor law and protecting workers’ right to organize.

Cracking down on wage theft (which is when employers do not pay workers for the work they have done).

The Federal Reserve keeping interest rates at their current low levels until real wages are growing at the same

pace as productivity. This will help ensure that monetary policy continues to support the labor market,

which in turn will benefit the job prospects and wage growth of workers—particularly low-wage workers,

such as those employed in restaurants.

The restaurant industry is growing fast

Figure A shows the share of private-sector employment, along with the share of total employment, that is accounted

for by the restaurant industry. In 1990, the restaurant industry made up 7.2 percent of private-sector employment, but

that share has since risen to 9.1 percent. As the labor market strengthens in the current recovery, it is likely that the pace

of growth of restaurant industry employment will slow somewhat. The labor market is still weak and job seekers con-

tinue to vastly outnumber job openings, which means many workers have no choice but to take low-quality jobs—like

many of those in the restaurant industry—that they would not take if they had other options. When the labor market
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FIGURE A VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Restaurant industry share of employment, 1990–2014

Note: Shaded areas denote recessions.

Source: EPI analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics public data series
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strengthens and job opportunities improve, fewer workers will have to make that choice. Even so, the restaurant indus-

try—a major generator of low-wage jobs—will continue to be a significant source of job growth.

Jobs in the restaurant industry

Table 1 shows the 11 largest occupations within the restaurant industry.1 Together, these occupations comprise 91.4

percent of total restaurant industry employment. The table shows the share of restaurant industry employment by occu-

pation, along with the median, or typical, hourly wage in the occupation. Wages are discussed in depth later in the

paper. It should be noted that throughout this paper, hourly wages include wages earned from tips.2 It should also be

noted that salaried workers are included in all hourly wage measures (their average hourly wages are calculated based on

hours worked, if necessary).

The most prevalent restaurant industry job is waiters and waitresses, accounting for nearly a quarter (23.3 percent) of

all restaurant jobs, and with a typical wage, including tips, of $10.15 an hour. The lowest-paid occupation is cashiers/

counter attendants, at $8.23 an hour, while the highest-paid are managers, at a typical wage of $15.42 per hour. In

between, occupations run the gamut from dishwashers to bartenders.

Share of
total

employment

Share of
private-sector
employment

1990/
01/01 5.98856965% 7.18263907%

1990/
02/01 5.97265882% 7.16234727%

1990/
03/01 5.96404826% 7.15838560%

1990/
04/01 5.95042302% 7.14798874%

1990/
05/01 5.91898978% 7.12557130%

1990/
06/01 5.94422144% 7.15224463%

1990/
07/01 5.96614861% 7.17934110%

1990/
08/01 5.98505652% 7.19689324%

1990/
09/01 5.99625656% 7.20995082%

1990/
10/01 5.96757676% 7.17805176%

1990/
11/01 5.98529519% 7.20192583%

1990/
12/01 5.99615244% 7.21717461%

1991/
01/01 5.96914865% 7.18677193%

1991/
02/01 5.98004322% 7.20463586%

1991/
03/01 5.99077153% 7.22019336%

1991/
04/01 5.98863123% 7.22024432%

1991/
05/01 5.98420177% 7.21769071%

1991/
06/01 6.00241836% 7.24339196%

1991/
07/01 5.98954775% 7.23133862%

1991/
08/01 5.99567899% 7.23615739%

1991/
09/01 6.01199926% 7.25347172%

1991/
10/01 6.01018864% 7.25510511%

1991/
11/01 6.02507872% 7.27663039%

1991/
12/01 6.03504302% 7.28945285%

1992/
01/01 6.06017826% 7.32288995%

1992/
02/01 6.06501528% 7.32973311%

1992/
03/01 6.05760003% 7.32211973%

1992/
04/01 6.07959310% 7.34842072%

1992/
05/01 6.08702855% 7.35675910%

1992/
06/01 6.08327738% 7.35201592%

1992/
07/01 6.10469712% 7.38143665%

1992/
08/01 6.10805104% 7.38891912%

1992/
09/01 6.12190959% 7.40073444%

1992/
10/01 6.16537633% 7.45064606%

1992/
11/01 6.16275027% 7.44656856%

1992/
12/01 6.14417228% 7.42418557%

1993/
01/01 6.13915578% 7.41562528%

1993/
02/01 6.14882732% 7.42399473%

1993/
03/01 6.10692922% 7.37449364%

1993/
04/01 6.16448788% 7.44221172%

1993/
05/01 6.17646261% 7.45399577%

1993/
06/01 6.17909963% 7.45612028%

1993/
07/01 6.17461933% 7.45393671%

1993/
08/01 6.19006942% 7.46778183%

1993/
09/01 6.18953621% 7.46488475%

1993/
10/01 6.21172933% 7.48778251%

1993/
11/01 6.20014464% 7.47231817%

1993/
12/01 6.21996064% 7.49522542%

1994/
01/01 6.22589556% 7.50171240%

1994/
02/01 6.21999769% 7.49212350%

1994/
03/01 6.21317816% 7.48080971%

1994/
04/01 6.22815743% 7.49676818%

1994/
05/01 6.21481423% 7.47948071%

1994/
06/01 6.20593976% 7.46538490%

1994/
07/01 6.20603015% 7.46262707%

1994/
08/01 6.20546205% 7.45868028%

1994/
09/01 6.20140040% 7.45162434%

1994/
10/01 6.20786711% 7.45713870%

1994/
11/01 6.21096413% 7.45721094%

1994/
12/01 6.22217248% 7.46874160%

1995/
01/01 6.26078447% 7.51158719%

1995/
02/01 6.25918023% 7.50781218%

1995/
03/01 6.26448727% 7.51287364%

1995/
04/01 6.27204783% 7.52040639%

1995/
05/01 6.27922671% 7.52798517%

1995/
06/01 6.29810561% 7.54969392%

1995/
07/01 6.31406789% 7.56691643%

1995/
08/01 6.31430417% 7.56340681%

1995/
09/01 6.32014251% 7.56741659%

1995/
10/01 6.29442312% 7.53725514%

1995/
11/01 6.31040114% 7.55444361%

1995/
12/01 6.31417922% 7.55753376%

1996/
01/01 6.31869014% 7.56193540%

1996/
02/01 6.30151177% 7.53863980%

1996/
03/01 6.31255200% 7.55210166%

1996/
04/01 6.31175261% 7.54781736%

1996/
05/01 6.31091769% 7.54391932%

1996/
06/01 6.30019871% 7.52748239%

1996/
07/01 6.30480967% 7.53129914%

1996/
08/01 6.30605148% 7.52745834%

1996/
09/01 6.29750803% 7.51923458%

1996/
10/01 6.29871475% 7.51668760%

1996/
11/01 6.30017524% 7.51565412%

1996/
12/01 6.29727766% 7.51060793%

1997/
01/01 6.29459063% 7.50621383%

1997/
02/01 6.28948753% 7.49691437%

1997/
03/01 6.28213115% 7.48515509%

1997/
04/01 6.27182259% 7.46908170%

1997/
05/01 6.27069547% 7.46459446%

1997/
06/01 6.26471690% 7.45865565%

1997/
07/01 6.23490429% 7.42143168%

1997/
08/01 6.25637734% 7.44247403%

1997/
09/01 6.24834148% 7.43151311%

1997/
10/01 6.22025899% 7.39844732%

1997/
11/01 6.21910488% 7.39525313%

1997/
12/01 6.20493922% 7.37536741%

1998/
01/01 6.20685508% 7.37601829%

1998/
02/01 6.21106477% 7.37998535%

1998/
03/01 6.20981090% 7.37729522%

1998/
04/01 6.20101481% 7.36543856%

1998/
05/01 6.21166815% 7.37779709%

1998/
06/01 6.20194674% 7.36422343%

1998/
07/01 6.20104066% 7.36537157%

1998/
08/01 6.19616373% 7.35774801%

1998/
09/01 6.19903035% 7.36056029%

1998/
10/01 6.18134944% 7.33856248%

1998/
11/01 6.18727334% 7.34550549%

1998/
12/01 6.19051355% 7.34800302%

1999/
01/01 6.18417550% 7.33802791%

1999/
02/01 6.19368332% 7.34899484%

1999/
03/01 6.19296029% 7.34862504%

1999/
04/01 6.19659615% 7.35361960%

1999/
05/01 6.20161297% 7.35677059%

1999/
06/01 6.20317293% 7.35875758%

1999/
07/01 6.18641383% 7.34001394%

1999/
08/01 6.18106469% 7.33432232%

1999/
09/01 6.17315530% 7.32463638%

1999/
10/01 6.19070296% 7.34478516%

1999/
11/01 6.19697585% 7.35177794%

1999/
12/01 6.20448393% 7.36052904%

2000/
01/01 6.19473620% 7.34862410%

2000/
02/01 6.19637329% 7.35107066%

2000/
03/01 6.20382049% 7.36392088%

2000/
04/01 6.19471845% 7.35469120%

2000/
05/01 6.17814243% 7.35545903%

2000/
06/01 6.18940897% 7.35211850%

2000/
07/01 6.19155999% 7.35150470%

2000/
08/01 6.21482641% 7.37728905%

2000/
09/01 6.22598605% 7.38238561%

2000/
10/01 6.17632615% 7.32417080%

2000/
11/01 6.21758610% 7.37189462%

2000/
12/01 6.24092101% 7.40100071%

2001/
01/01 6.24218126% 7.40485790%

2001/
02/01 6.25627043% 7.42553191%

2001/
03/01 6.25624336% 7.42835164%

2001/
04/01 6.28695455% 7.47093336%

2001/
05/01 6.30861941% 7.49957358%

2001/
06/01 6.33041809% 7.53418619%

2001/
07/01 6.35718501% 7.57056751%

2001/
08/01 6.35805181% 7.57558528%

2001/
09/01 6.36502299% 7.58820656%

2001/
10/01 6.37317997% 7.60380835%

2001/
11/01 6.39173529% 7.63279130%

2001/
12/01 6.39939232% 7.64589452%

2002/
01/01 6.43606655% 7.69288390%

2002/
02/01 6.41530364% 7.67050236%

2002/
03/01 6.41738399% 7.67608727%

2002/
04/01 6.41266317% 7.67220533%

2002/
05/01 6.42339231% 7.69013594%

2002/
06/01 6.41094716% 7.67703799%

2002/
07/01 6.44843352% 7.72256615%

2002/
08/01 6.45897797% 7.73856389%

2002/
09/01 6.46646846% 7.74518622%

2002/
10/01 6.49174379% 7.77491519%

2002/
11/01 6.50081522% 7.78723248%

2002/
12/01 6.50224937% 7.79131808%

2003/
01/01 6.53318016% 7.82999385%

2003/
02/01 6.52604622% 7.82312175%

2003/
03/01 6.53879827% 7.83991087%

2003/
04/01 6.55473353% 7.85847180%

2003/
05/01 6.55782292% 7.86028051%

2003/
06/01 6.56938064% 7.87684230%

2003/
07/01 6.57275192% 7.88256752%

2003/
08/01 6.60033193% 7.91052748%

2003/
09/01 6.63117083% 7.94245306%

2003/
10/01 6.65348113% 7.97075894%

2003/
11/01 6.66178657% 7.97882986%

2003/
12/01 6.67184844% 7.99018709%

2004/
01/01 6.68275372% 8.00071423%

2004/
02/01 6.69235651% 8.01255939%

2004/
03/01 6.70706131% 8.02894052%

2004/
04/01 6.71109521% 8.03267188%

2004/
05/01 6.71367492% 8.03207196%

2004/
06/01 6.71840489% 8.03589585%

2004/
07/01 6.72109876% 8.03910001%

2004/
08/01 6.70944609% 8.02504284%

2004/
09/01 6.73657432% 8.05620948%

2004/
10/01 6.74328865% 8.06164180%

2004/
11/01 6.75356631% 8.07577754%

2004/
12/01 6.76388753% 8.08665236%

2005/
01/01 6.77852855% 8.10562251%

2005/
02/01 6.78777671% 8.11448296%

2005/
03/01 6.79942310% 8.12651500%

2005/
04/01 6.81808988% 8.14552289%

2005/
05/01 6.79966184% 8.12339676%

2005/
06/01 6.80536782% 8.12601430%

2005/
07/01 6.80314562% 8.12577274%

2005/
08/01 6.80029447% 8.12049905%

2005/
09/01 6.78494184% 8.10008873%

2005/
10/01 6.77290925% 8.08359929%

2005/
11/01 6.78155980% 8.09216052%

2005/
12/01 6.79563367% 8.10854247%

2006/
01/01 6.81341487% 8.12425697%

2006/
02/01 6.81830574% 8.12867295%

2006/
03/01 6.84162151% 8.15503006%

2006/
04/01 6.84929394% 8.16322423%

2006/
05/01 6.83528876% 8.14676748%

2006/
06/01 6.83715026% 8.14781780%

2006/
07/01 6.85476899% 8.17007676%

2006/
08/01 6.85885710% 8.17554662%

2006/
09/01 6.84915989% 8.16724040%

2006/
10/01 6.86966944% 8.19067453%

2006/
11/01 6.89716066% 8.22210237%

2006/
12/01 6.90773267% 8.23309185%

2007/
01/01 6.92429137% 8.25058733%

2007/
02/01 6.93098534% 8.26012738%

2007/
03/01 6.92370248% 8.25057322%

2007/
04/01 6.93168459% 8.26104630%

2007/
05/01 6.93916460% 8.26959128%

2007/
06/01 6.94421702% 8.27579656%

2007/
07/01 6.95254522% 8.28352603%

2007/
08/01 6.95965731% 8.29612414%

2007/
09/01 6.96862799% 8.30963774%

2007/
10/01 6.97643610% 8.31929073%

2007/
11/01 6.98588819% 8.33185241%

2007/
12/01 6.99168775% 8.34066256%

2008/
01/01 6.98297980% 8.33096217%

2008/
02/01 6.98500857% 8.33646925%

2008/
03/01 6.98116484% 8.33468675%

2008/
04/01 6.98075878% 8.33721383%

2008/
05/01 6.98664035% 8.34876864%

2008/
06/01 6.99130283% 8.35884428%

2008/
07/01 7.00642551% 8.38315064%

2008/
08/01 7.00259547% 8.38160478%

2008/
09/01 7.00219443% 8.38438160%

2008/
10/01 7.00783934% 8.39779394%

2008/
11/01 7.02305290% 8.42628265%

2008/
12/01 7.03711398% 8.45158531%

2009/
01/01 7.06268287% 8.49421439%

2009/
02/01 7.08917651% 8.53494612%

2009/
03/01 7.11171847% 8.57174057%

2009/
04/01 7.12457785% 8.60562115%

2009/
05/01 7.17283941% 8.66398882%

2009/
06/01 7.20407197% 8.70487598%

2009/
07/01 7.22034651% 8.72465216%

2009/
08/01 7.20699995% 8.71282356%

2009/
09/01 7.19621430% 8.69600735%

2009/
10/01 7.18901951% 8.69597588%

2009/
11/01 7.18127260% 8.68741681%

2009/
12/01 7.17458188% 8.67916608%

2010/
01/01 7.16957712% 8.67269760%

2010/
02/01 7.16902549% 8.67176057%

2010/
03/01 7.17404534% 8.67912395%

2010/
04/01 7.16981132% 8.67525025%

2010/
05/01 7.15411478% 8.68300708%

2010/
06/01 7.16716747% 8.68184519%

2010/
07/01 7.17588865% 8.67867478%

2010/
08/01 7.19592184% 8.69066921%

2010/
09/01 7.23667649% 8.72741577%

2010/
10/01 7.24116534% 8.73289665%

2010/
11/01 7.23847131% 8.72679632%

2010/
12/01 7.25014341% 8.73803949%

2011/
01/01 7.25337308% 8.74081102%

2011/
02/01 7.26422513% 8.74716162%

2011/
03/01 7.27885971% 8.76036621%

2011/
04/01 7.28263266% 8.76070174%

2011/
05/11 7.28998093% 8.76303724%

2011/
06/11 7.29201432% 8.76504376%

2011/
07/11 7.29661518% 8.76013431%

2011/
08/11 7.31054640% 8.77499455%

2011/
09/01 7.31957516% 8.77914989%

2011/
10/11 7.33777214% 8.79902959%

2011/
11/20 7.36700042% 8.82974878%

2011/
12/30 7.37329479% 8.83263289%

2012/
01/12 7.38174610% 8.83771102%

2012/
02/12 7.39300223% 8.84807220%

2012/
03/12 7.41420202% 8.87003222%

2012/
04/12 7.41157208% 8.86516070%

2012/
05/12 7.41198091% 8.86255840%

2012/
06/12 7.41248666% 8.86305209%

2012/
07/12 7.42071866% 8.86987522%

2012/
08/12 7.45041375% 8.90453639%

2012/
09/12 7.48352204% 8.94217521%

2012/
10/12 7.48289973% 8.93614191%

2012/
11/12 7.48780126% 8.93874877%

2012/
12/12 7.51243855% 8.96532834%

2013/
01/12 7.52678156% 8.97817364%

2013/
02/12 7.53771921% 8.98898450%

2013/
03/12 7.54359458% 8.99237406%

2013/
04/12 7.55572727% 9.00543812%

2013/
05/12 7.57627642% 9.02557952%

2013/
06/12 7.59188465% 9.04162261%

2013/
07/12 7.60961344% 9.05918693%

2013/
08/12 7.61607483% 9.06606379%

2013/
09/12 7.61630117% 9.06513190%

2013/
10/12 7.62815882% 9.07547121%

2013/
11/12 7.62881342% 9.07297215%

2013/
12/12 7.63281051% 9.07651829%

2014/
01/12 7.63681574% 9.07775675%

2014/
02/12 7.64781034% 9.08970908%

2014/
03/12 7.65837465% 9.09997588%

2014/
04/12 7.66214887% 9.10272713%

2014/
05/12 7.67366802% 9.11365702%

2014/
06/12 7.67722180% 9.11638890%

2014/
07/12 7.67905960% 9.11685827%
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T A B L E  1

Most common restaurant industry occupations, 2014

Occupation
Share of restaurant industry

employment
Median

wage

Cashiers and counter attendants 11.5% $8.23

Dishwashers 2.6% $8.62

Food preparation workers 9.3% $8.95

Hosts and hostesses 3.2% $9.00

Dining room and cafeteria attendants and bartender helpers
(e.g., bussers) 2.6% $9.13

Cooks 16.8% $9.38

Waiters and waitresses 23.3% $10.15

First-line supervisors of food preparation and serving workers 4.7% $11.49

Chefs and head cooks 3.0% $12.34

Bartenders 3.9% $12.68

Managers 10.3% $15.42

Note: The occupations in this table comprise 91.4 percent of total restaurant industry employment. To ensure sufficient

sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata. Wage data include tips.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

Who works in restaurants?

Table 2 compares the demographic characteristics of restaurant workers and other workers. Slightly over half (52.3 per-

cent) of restaurant workers are women. In addition, restaurant workers are mostly white non-Hispanic (55.9 percent),

but restaurant workers are much more likely to be Hispanic than workers in other industries; nearly one-quarter (24.8

percent) of restaurant workers are Hispanic, compared with 15.2 percent in other industries.

The data used here (drawn from the Current Population Survey, or CPS) allow us to determine what share of workers

are U.S. born, what share are immigrants who are naturalized U.S. citizens, and what share are non-naturalized immi-

grants. There are many kinds of non-naturalized immigrants, including permanent residents, temporary visa hold-

ers, refugees, individuals granted asylum, and undocumented workers, but it is impossible to distinguish among these

groups of non-naturalized immigrants with our data; thus, we group them together. It should be noted that the CPS

likely undercounts undocumented immigrants to some extent, meaning that the shares of non-naturalized immigrants

are likely understated. The data show that the vast majority (78.4 percent) of restaurant workers are U.S. born. How-

ever, restaurant workers are much more likely to be non-naturalized immigrants than workers in other industries;

roughly one in six restaurant workers (15.7 percent) are non-naturalized immigrants, nearly double the share outside

the restaurant industry.
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T A B L E  2

Demographic characteristics of restaurant and non-restaurant workers, 2014

In restaurant industry Not in restaurant industry

Gender

Female 52.3% 48.0%

Male 47.7% 52.0%

Nativity

U.S. born 78.4% 84.3%

Naturalized U.S. citizen 5.9% 7.5%

Non-naturalized immigrant 15.7% 8.2%

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 55.9% 66.3%

Black, non-Hispanic 10.9% 11.1%

Hispanic, any race 24.8% 15.2%

Asian 6.1% 5.6%

Other 2.3% 1.8%

Education

Not a high school graduate 22.8% 8.1%

High school graduate 34.4% 26.7%

Some college 32.8% 29.7%

Bachelor’s degree 8.9% 23.1%

Advanced degree 1.1% 12.5%

Age

16–24 42.7% 11.6%

25–54 50.3% 67.7%

55+ 7.0% 20.7%

Union coverage

Union 1.8% 13.3%

Non-union 98.2% 86.7%

Note: To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

More than two in five restaurant workers (42.8 percent) have at least some college education, and the vast majority

(77.2 percent) of restaurant workers have at least a high school degree. However, restaurant workers are less likely to

have a high school degree than workers in other industries; slightly over one in five restaurant workers (22.8 percent)

do not have a high school degree, compared with 8.1 percent of workers in other industries. Most restaurant workers

(57.3 percent) are at least 25 years old; however, this is a lower share than in other industries, where 88.4 percent are at
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least 25. Finally, union coverage is very minimal in the restaurant industry, with only 1.8 percent of workers covered by

a union contract, compared with 13.3 percent of workers outside the restaurant industry.3

Table 3 provides demographic breakdowns within the restaurant occupations identified in Table 1. One thing that

immediately becomes apparent is that occupations within the restaurant industry are extremely gendered. Women are

much more likely than men to be cashiers/counter attendants, hosts, and wait staff, and much less likely to be dish-

washers, cooks, and chefs/head cooks. There are also very strong racial and ethnic concentrations within the industry.

Blacks are disproportionately likely to be cashiers/counter attendants, the lowest-paid occupation. Hispanics are dispro-

portionately likely to be dishwashers, dining room attendants, and cooks, also relatively low-paid occupations. Asians

are disproportionately likely to be chefs/head cooks. White non-Hispanics are disproportionately likely to be hosts/

hostesses, wait staff, bartenders, and managers, which tend to be more highly paid occupations within the industry. See

Bendick et al. (2010), Jayaraman (2013), and Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (2012) for more on race and

gender inequity in the restaurant industry.
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T A B L E  3

Demographic characteristics of restaurant industry workers, by occupation, 2014

Cashiers
and

counter
attendants Dishwashers

Food
preparation

workers

Hosts
and

hostesses

Dining room and cafeteria
attendants and bartender

helpers (e.g., bussers) Cooks

Waiters
and

waitresses

First-line supervisors
of food preparation
and serving workers

Chefs
and

head
cooks Bartenders Managers

Gender

Female 75.1% 15.1% 53.4% 84.9% 29.3% 27.5% 70.8% 57.2% 14.3% 59.4% 46.7%

Male 24.9% 84.9% 46.6% 15.1% 70.7% 72.5% 29.2% 42.8% 85.7% 40.6% 53.3%

Nativity

U.S. born 83.4% 62.0% 75.5% 92.2% 68.6% 63.4% 83.6% 86.5% 66.0% 92.3% 84.3%

Naturalized U.S.
citizen 5.0% 5.1% 4.4% 3.9% 5.7% 6.8% 5.5% 5.6% 13.8% 2.9% 7.8%

Non-naturalized
immigrant 11.6% 33.0% 20.1% 3.8% 25.8% 29.9% 10.9% 7.9% 20.2% 4.8% 7.8%

Race/ethnicity

White,
non-Hispanic 44.6% 39.6% 51.4% 67.5% 52.9% 40.7% 65.1% 62.0% 51.3% 77.5% 66.7%

Black,
non-Hispanic 20.0% 12.3% 11.1% 10.0% 3.7% 13.7% 6.8% 12.6% 9.4% 3.3% 9.0%

Hispanic, any
race 26.5% 42.3% 28.7% 14.7% 36.6% 37.7% 18.8% 19.7% 20.3% 12.4% 16.9%

Asian 6.2% 3.5% 6.0% 4.6% 4.4% 6.0% 6.8% 3.9% 17.7% 3.0% 5.8%

Other 2.6% 2.3% 2.8% 3.2% 2.4% 1.9% 2.5% 1.8% 1.3% 3.7% 1.6%

Education

Not a high
school graduate 33.9% 52.5% 29.7% 27.1% 37.7% 34.3% 15.1% 11.2% 16.9% 5.6% 6.0%

High school
graduate 33.7% 32.7% 35.8% 27.8% 31.7% 41.0% 30.9% 36.7% 36.2% 32.5% 32.9%

Some college 28.2% 12.7% 28.6% 37.7% 26.1% 20.5% 43.0% 37.4% 33.1% 43.1% 38.6%

Bachelor’s
degree 3.6% 1.8% 5.5% 7.2% 3.9% 3.7% 10.4% 13.2% 12.5% 17.0% 19.1%

Advanced
degree 0.6% 0.3% 0.4% 0.2% 0.6% 0.5% 0.7% 1.5% 1.3% 1.8% 3.4%
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T A B L E  3  ( C O N T I N U E D )

Cashiers
and

counter
attendants Dishwashers

Food
preparation

workers

Hosts
and

hostesses

Dining room and cafeteria
attendants and bartender

helpers (e.g., bussers) Cooks

Waiters
and

waitresses

First-line supervisors
of food preparation
and serving workers

Chefs
and

head
cooks Bartenders Managers

Age

16–24 68.9% 46.5% 51.7% 76.7% 60.8% 34.3% 48.3% 30.4% 16.0% 21.0% 16.9%

25–54 27.5% 44.0% 42.6% 17.6% 32.9% 58.2% 46.5% 61.0% 75.1% 71.1% 73.4%

55+ 3.6% 9.5% 5.7% 5.8% 6.3% 7.4% 5.2% 8.6% 8.9% 7.9% 9.7%

Union coverage

Union 1.6% 1.9% 1.9% 1.1% 1.4% 1.6% 1.5% 2.3% 2.2% 2.0% 1.6%

Non-union 98.4% 98.1% 98.1% 98.9% 98.6% 98.4% 98.5% 97.7% 97.8% 98.0% 98.4%

Note: To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata
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FIGURE B VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Median hourly wages of restaurant workers and overall, 2000–2013

Note: Shaded areas denote recessions.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata
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Unsurprisingly, younger workers are concentrated in the low-paid occupations; they are more likely to be cashiers/

counter attendants and hosts/hostesses, and are less likely to be chefs, bartenders, and managers. Unionization rates are

extremely low in all restaurant occupations.

Restaurant workers receive very low pay

Figure B shows median real hourly wages since 2000 for restaurant workers and all workers combined. One of the strik-

ing features of Figure B is that among both restaurant workers and all workers, wages have been largely stagnant over

this entire period. For more on longer-run wage stagnation for most workers, see Raising America’s Pay: Why It’s Our

Central Economic Policy Challenge (Bivens et al. 2014). Figure B also illustrates the large disparity between the hourly

wages of restaurant workers and workers overall. The rest of this section investigates the disparity in wages between

restaurant workers and workers in other industries.

Table 4 shows median hourly wages of restaurant workers and other workers, both overall and for various demographic

groups. The typical restaurant worker makes $10.00 an hour, including tips. Outside of the restaurant industry, the

typical worker makes $18.00 an hour. This means that wages are more than 40 percent lower in the restaurant industry

than in other industries.

All
industries

Restaurant
industry

2000/
01/01 $17.05924697 $10.04750436

2001/
01/01 17.39309074 10.32895515

2002/
01/01 17.67548721 10.37504985

2003/
01/01 17.78395647 10.29762884

2004/
01/01 17.79453220 10.12745126

2005/
01/01 17.64899636 9.92239344

2006/
01/01 17.43851785 9.78754388

2007/
01/01 17.47816323 9.96566266

2008/
01/01 17.53544130 10.14953712

2009/
01/01 18.01014362 10.17647873

2010/
01/01 17.90285573 10.18850010

2011/
01/01 17.51647660 10.10343733

2012/
01/01 17.38925627 9.92157649

2013/
01/01 17.37658664 9.83306751
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T A B L E  4

Median real hourly wages, restaurant industry workers versus other workers, overall and by demographic
group, 2014

In restaurant industry Not in restaurant industry

Overall median hourly wage $10.00 $18.00

Gender

Female $9.50 $16.34

Male $10.15 $19.77

Nativity

U.S. born $9.86 $18.51

Naturalized U.S. citizen $11.16 $19.07

Non-naturalized immigrant $9.90 $13.19

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic $10.07 $19.71

Black, non-Hispanic $9.14 $15.00

Hispanic, any race $9.67 $14.00

Asian $10.55 $21.52

Other $9.71 $16.00

Education

Not a high school graduate $8.50 $10.69

High school graduate $9.89 $15.00

Some college $10.25 $16.16

Bachelor’s degree $14.71 $24.66

Advanced degree $17.13 $31.70

Age

16–24 $8.67 $10.15

25–54 $11.16 $19.41

55+ $11.38 $20.00

Union

Union $12.32 $22.83

Non-union $9.92 $17.27

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

Looking by demographic, we find that women within the restaurant industry typically earn $9.50 per hour, compared

with $10.15 for men. Naturalized U.S. citizens make up a very small share of restaurant workers (5.9 percent, as shown

in Table 2), but they have the highest median wage in breakdowns of restaurant workers by nativity, at $11.16. U.S.-

born workers and non-naturalized immigrants in the restaurant industry have a median wage of $9.86 and $9.90,

respectively. Blacks and Hispanics are the racial/ethnic groups typically paid the least among restaurant workers, with
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median wages of $9.14 and $9.67, respectively. Unsurprisingly, older workers and workers with higher levels of educa-

tion typically earn higher wages than younger workers and workers with lower levels of education. Within the restaurant

industry, workers covered by a union contract make almost 25 percent more than workers not covered by a union con-

tract, $12.32 versus $9.92.

Table 5 shows median hourly wages within restaurant occupations, both overall and for various demographic groups.

There are large disparities in wages among different restaurant occupations, but even the highest-paid restaurant occu-

pation, managers, still has a typical wage ($15.42 an hour) that is lower than the typical wage for workers outside the

restaurant industry ($18.00).
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T A B L E  5

Median real hourly wages of restaurant workers, by occupation and demographic group, 2014

Cashiers
and

counter
attendants Dishwashers

Food
preparation

workers

Hosts
and

hostesses

Dining room and cafeteria
attendants and bartender

helpers (e.g., bussers) Cooks

Waiters
and

waitresses

First-line supervisors
of food preparation
and serving workers

Chefs
and

head
cooks Bartenders Managers

Overall median
hourly wage $8.23 $8.62 $8.95 $9.00 $9.13 $9.38 $10.15 $11.49 $12.34 $12.68 $15.42

Gender

Female $8.21 $8.37 $8.64 $9.00 $9.13 $8.97 $10.03 $10.91 $12.00 $12.17 $14.09

Male $8.25 $8.62 $9.13 $9.13 $9.09 $9.77 $10.50 $12.34 $12.53 $13.88 $17.00

Nativity

U.S. born $8.12 $8.48 $8.62 $8.91 $9.06 $9.13 $10.15 $11.37 $13.27 $12.70 $15.38

Naturalized U.S.
citizen $9.54 ** $10.15 ** ** $10.28 $11.86 $11.86 $11.59 ** $17.31

Non-naturalized
immigrant $8.74 $8.88 $9.77 ** $9.19 $9.86 $10.00 $12.34 $11.00 $11.41 $14.20

Race/ethnicity

White,
non-Hispanic $8.12 $8.50 $8.62 $8.88 $9.00 $9.13 $10.28 $11.84 $13.80 $12.79 $16.00

Black,
non-Hispanic $8.00 $8.88 $8.38 $9.50 ** $9.25 $9.25 $10.25 ** ** $13.95

Hispanic, any
race $8.47 $8.74 $9.19 $9.19 $9.09 $9.64 $9.89 $11.33 $10.85 $12.99 $13.43

Asian $8.74 ** $10.24 $10.14 ** $10.00 $11.13 $11.84 $11.84 ** $17.00

Other $8.12 ** $8.52 ** ** $9.67 $10.03 ** ** $11.04 **

Education

Not a high
school graduate $7.89 $8.50 $8.25 $8.23 $8.62 $8.92 $8.50 $10.11 ** $10.21 $11.37

High school
graduate $8.48 $8.58 $8.88 $9.00 $9.13 $9.83 $10.10 $11.13 $12.17 $11.51 $13.84

Some college $8.50 $8.88 $9.13 $9.13 $9.94 $9.86 $10.43 $11.25 $13.53 $13.01 $15.07
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T A B L E  5  ( C O N T I N U E D )

Cashiers
and

counter
attendants Dishwashers

Food
preparation

workers

Hosts
and

hostesses

Dining room and cafeteria
attendants and bartender

helpers (e.g., bussers) Cooks

Waiters
and

waitresses

First-line supervisors
of food preparation
and serving workers

Chefs
and

head
cooks Bartenders Managers

Bachelor’s
degree $10.85 ** $10.82 $11.84 ** $10.80 $13.03 $17.30 $15.20 $16.23 $20.87

Advanced
degree ** ** ** ** ** ** $12.42 ** ** ** $24.72

Age

16–24 $8.12 $8.31 $8.25 $8.74 $8.78 $8.50 $9.40 $9.59 ** $11.41 $10.85

25–54 $9.00 $9.00 $9.75 $10.00 $10.00 $10.00 $11.22 $12.50 $13.24 $13.64 $16.39

55+ $9.35 $8.88 $9.79 ** ** $10.15 $10.92 $13.84 ** $11.11 $19.99

Union coverage

Union $8.50 ** $10.15 ** ** $12.17 $11.86 ** ** ** $18.32

Non-union $8.23 $8.62 $8.88 $9.00 $9.11 $9.37 $10.15 $11.41 $12.34 $12.68 $15.38

** Indicates limited sample size

Note: To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata. Wage data include tips.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata
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Women make less than men in every restaurant occupation except for dining room attendants/bartender helpers, where

they make roughly the same. What this shows is that women’s lower wages within the restaurant industry are not just

due to the fact that they are in different occupations than men, as they make less within occupations. We see similar

dynamics when looking by race/ethnicity, education, and age. Hispanics tend to make similar or slightly higher wages

than white non-Hispanics in the lowest-wage occupations (occupations where the median wage is less than $10), but

white non-Hispanics make more than Hispanics in most higher-wage occupations, including wait staff, first-line super-

visors, head cooks, and managers. White non-Hispanics make more than blacks within the higher-wage occupations,

i.e., among waitstaff, first-line supervisors, and managers. With few exceptions, within each occupation workers with

higher levels of education make more than workers with lower levels of education, and older workers make more than

younger workers. And within occupations, unionized workers typically make substantially more than nonunionized

workers. For example, unionized food prep workers make 14.3 percent more than non-unionized food prep workers,

unionized cooks make 29.9 percent more than non-unionized cooks, and unionized wait staff make 16.9 percent more

than non-unionized waitstaff.

The wage penalty of restaurant work

Figure B and Table 4 show that restaurant workers have substantially lower hourly wages than workers in other indus-

tries. However, Table 2 shows that restaurant workers are more likely to fall into demographic groups that have lower

wages on average (e.g., women, non-naturalized immigrants, those with a high school degree or less, racial and ethnic

minorities, and young workers). In order to ascertain the true “penalty” of holding a restaurant job—the difference

between the wages a restaurant worker receives and what she would get if she worked in another industry—it is impor-

tant to account for the fact that restaurant workers have a different demographic profile than workers in other jobs. We

thus turn to an analysis that controls for differences in demographics between restaurant workers and other workers.4 In

particular, this analysis controls for gender, nativity, citizenship, race and ethnicity, educational attainment, age, marital

status, urbanicity, and region of the country. The results of this analysis provide not the raw difference in hourly wages

between restaurant workers and other workers, but the difference between the hourly wages earned by a restaurant worker

and those earned by a demographically similar worker in another industry. This is the “wage penalty” of restaurant work.

Table 6 presents the results. As noted previously, the typical restaurant worker makes $10.00 an hour, which is 44.5

percent less than the $18.00 an hour typical workers make outside of the restaurant industry. However, workers out-

side of the restaurant industry who are demographically similar to restaurant workers earn $12.07 per hour. That latter

figure provides a better measure of what restaurant workers would earn if they worked outside the restaurant indus-

try—namely, over $2 per hour more than what restaurant workers actually earn. That is the “wage penalty” of working

within the restaurant industry. Percentage-wise, it is 17.2 percent.

All groups face extreme wage penalties for restaurant work, with the smallest penalty being for workers without a high

school degree, who “only” make 10.9 percent less in restaurant work than similar workers earn in other industries. The

wage penalty for restaurant work is higher for men than women, for whites than for racial and ethnic minorities, for

older workers than younger workers, and for workers with higher levels of education than workers with lower levels of

education. This is due to the fact that these workers (men, white non-Hispanics, older workers, and workers with higher

levels of education) are more likely to be able to secure higher wages in other industries. Thus, despite having higher
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T A B L E  6

Wage penalty of restaurant work, overall and by demographic group, 2014

Median hourly
wage outside of

restaurant industry

Median hourly
wage in restaurant

industry Raw difference

Median hourly
wage outside of

restaurant industry
for workers similar

to restaurant
workers*

Wage penalty of
restaurant work

Overall $18.00 $10.00 -44.5% $12.07 -17.2%

Gender

Female $16.34 $9.50 -41.9% $11.31 -16.0%

Male $19.77 $10.15 -48.7% $12.82 -20.9%

Nativity

U.S. born $18.51 $9.86 -46.7% $12.17 -19.0%

Naturalized U.S.
citizen $19.07 $11.16 -41.5% $14.20 -21.4%

Non-naturalized
immigrant $13.19 $9.90 -24.9% $11.25 -12.0%

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic $19.71 $10.07 -48.9% $12.77 -21.1%

Black, non-Hispanic $15.00 $9.14 -39.1% $11.05 -17.3%

Hispanic, any race $14.00 $9.67 -31.0% $11.16 -13.4%

Asian $21.52 $10.55 -51.0% $12.82 -17.7%

Other $16.00 $9.71 -39.3% $11.11 -12.6%

Education

Not a high school
graduate $10.69 $8.50 -20.5% $9.54 -10.9%

High school graduate $15.00 $9.89 -34.1% $12.33 -19.8%

Some college $16.16 $10.25 -36.6% $12.33 -16.9%

Bachelor’s degree $24.66 $14.71 -40.3% $22.50 -34.6%

Advanced degree $31.70 $17.13 -46.0% $30.44 -43.7%

Age

16–24 $10.15 $8.67 -14.6% $9.77 -11.3%

25–54 $19.41 $11.16 -42.5% $15.22 -26.7%

55+ $20.00 $11.38 -43.1% $15.61 -27.1%

Note: The wage penalty is the difference between the hourly wages earned by a restaurant industry worker and those earned by a demo-

graphically similar worker in another industry. To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 micro-

data. Hourly wages include tips.

* See endnote four for methodology.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

wages than other workers within the restaurant industry, they face the largest discrepancy between what they make in

the restaurant industry and what they could likely make outside the industry.
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Many restaurant workers do not have incomes high enough to make
ends meet

The very low wages typically received in restaurants means restaurant workers are much more likely to live in poverty

or near-poverty than workers in other industries. When looking at these measures, it is important to note that poverty

researchers generally do not consider the poverty threshold to be a good measure of what it takes to make ends meet,

in part because the poverty threshold was set in the 1960s and has not evolved to reflect changing shares of spending

on various necessities by low-income families. Due to such limitations, the “twice-poverty” rate—the share of people

whose income is below twice the official poverty line—is often used as a more meaningful metric for determining what

share of workers do not earn enough to make ends meet. For reference, in 2013, the poverty threshold for a family of

four was $23,836, and the twice-poverty threshold was $47,672.

Table 7 shows poverty and twice-poverty rates for restaurant workers and other workers, both overall and for various

demographic groups. One in six restaurant workers, or 16.7 percent, live below the official poverty line. The poverty

rate for workers outside the restaurant industry is more than 10 percentage points lower, at 6.3 percent. More than two

in five restaurant workers (43.1 percent) live below twice the poverty line, more than twice the 19.9 percent share out-

side the restaurant industry.

Looking by demographic group, more than 45 percent (45.9 percent) of women who work in restaurants live below

twice the poverty line, compared with 40.0 percent of men. Among all the demographic groups in Table 7, non-natu-

ralized immigrants in the restaurant industry are the most likely to be poor or near-poor, with 59.3 percent living below

twice the poverty line. Blacks and Hispanics within the restaurant industry are also very likely to be poor or near-poor,

with 55.6 percent and 56.5 percent living below twice the poverty line, respectively. Workers with higher levels of edu-

cation are less likely to be poor or near-poor. Younger workers (under age 25) and “prime-age” workers (age 25–54) in

the restaurant industry are both highly likely to be poor or near-poor, with 41.1 percent and 46.5 percent, respectively,

living below twice the poverty line. Among restaurant workers, poverty rates are significantly lower among workers in

unions. While 43.1 percent of non-unionized restaurant workers live below twice the poverty line, the share drops to

30.3 percent for unionized restaurant workers.

Table 8 shows poverty and twice-poverty rates for restaurant occupations. There are large disparities, but even workers

in the most highly compensated jobs in the restaurant industry still have high poverty and twice-poverty rates. Man-

agers in the restaurant industry are the least likely to be poor or near-poor, with 22.2 percent living below twice the

poverty line, which is still higher than the 19.9 percent twice-poverty rate outside the restaurant industry. More than 50

percent of dishwashers, food preparation workers, and cooks live below twice the poverty line. Cashiers/counter atten-

dants are also very likely to be poor or near-poor, as are workers in the largest restaurant industry occupation, waiters

and waitresses. Nearly one in five waiters and waitresses (18.4 percent) live below the official poverty line, and nearly

half (46.2 percent) live below twice the poverty line. For a more in-depth discussion of poverty rates of tipped workers,

see Allegretto and Cooper (2014).
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T A B L E  7

Poverty rates of restaurant workers versus other workers, overall and by demographic group, 2014

Poverty rate of
restaurant workers

Poverty rate of workers
outside restaurant

industry
Twice-poverty rate of

restaurant workers

Twice-poverty rate of
workers outside

restaurant industry

Overall 16.7% 6.3% 43.1% 19.9%

Gender

Female 19.9% 7.0% 45.9% 21.0%

Male 13.3% 5.7% 40.0% 18.9%

Nativity

U.S. born 16.0% 5.4% 40.0% 17.5%

Naturalized U.S. citizen 13.7% 5.8% 41.0% 21.2%

Non-naturalized
immigrant 21.5% 15.6% 59.3% 43.8%

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 13.9% 4.2% 36.0% 14.2%

Black, non-Hispanic 27.1% 11.0% 55.6% 31.2%

Hispanic, any race 19.9% 12.9% 56.5% 38.8%

Asian 12.0% 4.7% 35.5% 17.2%

Other 20.6% 8.9% 48.3% 26.1%

Education

Not a high school
graduate 21.4% 19.1% 52.1% 49.3%

High school graduate 19.1% 8.0% 48.2% 26.4%

Some college 13.9% 5.9% 37.1% 20.0%

Bachelor’s degree 8.4% 2.4% 26.4% 9.0%

Advanced degree 6.6% 1.4% 23.8% 4.7%

Age

16–24 17.3% 12.7% 41.1% 33.3%

25–54 17.5% 6.4% 46.5% 20.5%

55+ 9.1% 3.0% 31.5% 11.6%

Union coverage

Union 9.1% 1.7% 30.3% 9.1%

Non-union 16.8% 6.4% 43.1% 20.1%

Note: For reference, in 2013 the poverty threshold for a family of four was $23,836, and the twice-poverty threshold was $47,672. To

ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata
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T A B L E  8

Poverty rates within restaurant occupations, 2014

Occupations Poverty rate Twice-poverty rate

Overall 16.7% 43.1%

Cashiers and counter attendants 23.0% 46.3%

Dishwashers 28.3% 60.7%

Food preparation workers 23.2% 50.2%

Hosts and hostesses 11.8% 30.8%

Dining room and cafeteria attendants and
bartender helpers (e.g., bussers) 13.3% 37.7%

Cooks 19.1% 54.1%

Waiters and waitresses 18.4% 46.2%

First-line supervisors of food preparation and
serving workers 9.9% 36.4%

Chefs and head cooks 8.1% 31.1%

Bartenders 12.0% 35.2%

Managers 6.1% 22.2%

Note: For reference, in 2013 the poverty threshold for a family of four was $23,836, and the twice-poverty threshold was $47,672. To

ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

Very few restaurant workers receive fringe benefits

The preceding analysis shows that the wages of restaurant workers are substantially lower than the wages of workers in

other industries, and that many restaurant workers live in poverty or near poverty. We now turn to a comparison of the

fringe benefits received by restaurant workers and those received by other workers. Table 9 shows the share of workers

who receive health insurance from their job, along with the share of workers who have a pension plan at their job.5

Just 14.4 percent of restaurant workers receive health insurance from their employer, compared with roughly half (48.7

percent) of other workers. And only 8.4 percent of restaurant workers have a pension plan at their job, one-fifth the rate

of pension coverage outside the restaurant industry, 41.8 percent.

Within all demographic groups, restaurant workers are significantly less likely to have either type of benefit than workers

outside the restaurant industry. Within the restaurant industry, women, non-naturalized immigrants, Hispanics, work-

ers with low levels of education, and workers under age 25 are the groups least likely to have either type of benefit.

Among restaurant workers, benefit rates are significantly higher among workers in unions. While 14.3 percent and 8.3

percent of non-union restaurant workers have health insurance and pension coverage from their job, respectively, 41.9

percent and 31.6 percent of unionized restaurant workers have health insurance and pension coverage from their job,

respectively.

Table 10 shows that there is significant inequality in benefit coverage within restaurant occupations, but that even the

most highly compensated jobs within the restaurant industry still have low levels of benefit coverage. Managers in the

restaurant industry have the highest benefit coverage—35.6 percent have employer-provided health insurance and 20.3
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T A B L E  9

Employer-provided health insurance and pension coverage rates, restaurant workers versus other workers,
overall and by demographic group, 2014

Employer-provided
health insurance
coverage rate of

restaurant workers

Employer-provided
health insurance
coverage rate of

workers outside the
restaurant industry

Employer-provided
pension coverage rate
of restaurant workers

Employer-provided
pension coverage rate of

workers outside the
restaurant industry

Overall 14.4% 48.7% 8.4% 41.8%

Gender

Female 13.4% 46.2% 8.1% 41.7%

Male 15.6% 50.9% 8.8% 41.9%

Nativity

U.S. born 15.0% 50.4% 8.7% 44.0%

Naturalized U.S. citizen 19.1% 49.0% 10.1% 39.3%

Non-naturalized
immigrant 9.9% 31.4% 6.2% 21.5%

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 15.4% 51.4% 9.0% 45.5%

Black, non-Hispanic 15.8% 48.1% 8.9% 39.6%

Hispanic, any race 11.4% 36.1% 6.8% 26.4%

Asian 15.2% 51.9% 7.8% 41.8%

Other 12.0% 42.6% 8.8% 38.5%

Education

Not a high school
graduate 6.7% 22.5% 3.7% 14.7%

High school graduate 15.6% 43.6% 9.0% 35.1%

Some college 14.7% 46.0% 8.3% 39.8%

Bachelor’s degree 26.4% 59.5% 17.0% 52.2%

Advanced degree 31.8% 65.5% 22.4% 61.6%

Age

16–24 4.4% 16.0% 3.0% 13.6%

25–54 20.9% 52.8% 11.9% 45.4%

55+ 24.8% 53.0% 13.8% 45.4%

Union coverage

Union 41.9% 76.0% 31.6% 74.6%

Non-union 14.3% 48.2% 8.3% 41.1%

Note: To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata
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T A B L E  1 0

Employer-provided health insurance and pension coverage rates within restaurant occupations, 2014

Employer-provided health insurance
coverage rate of restaurant workers

Employer-provided pension coverage rate
of restaurant workers

Overall 14.4% 8.4%

Cashiers and counter attendants 5.8% 3.0%

Dishwashers 5.6% 4.4%

Food preparation workers 9.8% 7.2%

Hosts and hostesses 5.5% 3.3%

Dining room and cafeteria attendants and
bartender helpers (e.g., bussers) 6.2% 4.2%

Cooks 10.8% 6.4%

Waiters and waitresses 9.7% 4.7%

First-line supervisors of food preparation and
serving workers 28.7% 16.1%

Chefs and head cooks 21.8% 13.4%

Bartenders 14.3% 5.8%

Managers 35.6% 20.3%

Note: To ensure sufficient sample sizes, this table draws from pooled 2011Q3–2014Q2 microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata

percent have pension coverage—but that is still substantially lower than the benefit coverage outside the restaurant

industry, where 48.7 percent have employer-provided health insurance and 41.8 percent have pension coverage. Less

than 10 percent of cashiers/counter attendants, dishwashers, food prep workers, hosts/hostesses, dining room atten-

dants, and waitstaff receive employer-provided health insurance, and less than 5 percent of cashiers/counter attendants,

dishwashers, hosts/hostesses, dining room attendants, and waitstaff have a pension plan at their work.

Conclusion: What should be done to improve restaurant jobs

This paper has documented the very low compensation received by restaurant workers—compensation that leaves many

restaurant workers either poor or near-poor. The quality of restaurant jobs can be improved by reforming or enacting

policies to give restaurant workers more bargaining power and raise their wages. This is what can be done:

Increase the minimum wage and eliminate the tipped minimum wage. At the national level, the minimum wage

should be substantially increased—to at least $10.10, as proposed by Sen. Tom Harkin (D-Iowa) and Rep. George

Miller (D-Calif.). Higher-wage states and localities should further increase their minimum wage. The tipped min-

imum wage (a “subminimum wage” for workers who customarily and regularly receive tips) should be eliminated

everywhere, so that tipped workers receive the same minimum wage as other workers. This is particularly important

for women in the restaurant industry, who are disproportionately represented in occupations where tips make up

a large share of earnings, namely waitstaff and bartenders. For more on why it’s time to give tipped workers the

regular minimum wage, see Allegretto and Cooper (2014).
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Increase the salary threshold below which workers are automatically covered by the overtime protections in

the Fair Labor Standards Act to $984 per week. To ensure the basic, family-friendly right to either a limited

workweek or to extra pay for overtime, the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) requires that workers covered by FLSA

overtime provisions be paid at least “time-and-a-half,” or 1.5 times their regular pay rate, for each hour of work per

week beyond 40 hours. The salary threshold above which managerial and professional workers can be excluded from

the overtime protections of the Fair Labor Standards Act is $455. This threshold is not indexed to inflation, so its

real value erodes each year, and it has been increased only once since 1975. The current threshold translates into

annual earnings of $23,660 for someone who works year-round, which is currently less than the poverty thresh-

old for a family of four. The threshold should be adjusted to $984 per week, which is simply the 1975 threshold

adjusted for inflation. Half (50.5 percent) of full-time, salaried managers and first-line supervisors within the restau-

rant industry earn between $455 and $984 per week, which means they aren’t currently automatically eligible for

overtime protections but would be automatically covered if the threshold were increased to $984.

Pass comprehensive immigration reform with a path to citizenship for undocumented workers. According to

2008 data from the Pew Hispanic Center, there is a high concentration of unauthorized immigrants in many occu-

pations in the restaurant industry. For example, they estimate that 28 percent of dishwashers, 20 percent of chefs

and head cooks, and 19 percent of cooks are undocumented immigrants (Passel and Cohn 2009). Congress should

pass comprehensive immigration reform that includes a path to citizenship for unauthorized immigrant workers.

This would raise their wages and working conditions by making them less vulnerable to exploitation. Through pos-

itive “spillover” effects, this could also boost the wages of other workers—either authorized immigrant workers or

native-born workers—who do the same jobs that unauthorized immigrants do.

Pass legislation requiring all employers to provide paid sick days to their employees. This is especially impor-

tant in food preparation and serving occupations, where access to paid sick time is low, but the risk of spreading

foodborne illnesses (such as salmonella and norovirus) is high (JEC 2010).

Combat “just-in-time” scheduling. Low-wage service workers are increasingly subject to employers’ “just-in-time”

scheduling practices, an enormously harmful trend where employers give workers little advance notice of their

schedules, call workers into work during nonscheduled times to meet unexpected customer demand, and send

workers home early when business is slow. Policymakers should pass laws that require minimum guaranteed hours

per pay period and require compensation for a minimum number of hours when workers are called into work or

sent home from work unexpectedly.

Update labor law and protect workers’ right to organize. Data in Tables 4, 5, 7, and 9 show the importance of

unions to higher wages and benefits. Labor law, however, has not kept pace with dramatically increased employer

aggressiveness in fighting unions, which has resulted in a growing wedge between workers’ desire to organize and

bargain collectively and their ability to do so. The section of the National Labor Relations Act that authorizes “right-

to-work” laws should be repealed, significant penalties should be legislated for unfair labor practice violations, and

the National Labor Relations Board should make its election process more efficient by eliminating wasteful waiting

periods (Eisenbrey 2014).

Crack down on “wage theft.” Wage theft is when employers do not pay workers for the work they have done, a

practice rampant in the low-wage labor market, including the restaurant industry. Employers steal billions of dollars

from their employees each year by working them off the clock, failing to pay the minimum wage, and by not paying
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the overtime pay they have a right to receive. Survey research shows that well over two-thirds of low-wage workers

have been victims of wage theft, but the government resources to help them recover their lost wages are scant and

largely ineffective (Bernhardt et al. 2009).

The Federal Reserve should not raise interest rates until real wages are growing at the same pace as produc-

tivity. In the aftermath of the Great Recession, the labor market remains depressed, with unemployed workers

vastly outnumbering job openings in every major sector. The weak labor market of the last seven years has severely

depressed wages (Bivens et al. 2014). Though the labor market is healing, it has a long way to go, and the Federal

Reserve Board should not raise interest rates until wages are growing at at least a 3.5 percent rate. This will help

ensure that monetary policy continues to support the labor market, which in turn will benefit the job prospects and

wage growth of workers—particularly low-wage workers, such as those employed in restaurants.

— This report was made possible by generous support from the Berger-Marks Foundation. For more information and news

on working women and union organizing, visit the Berger-Marks Foundation website at http://www.bergermarks.org.
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Endnotes
1. Throughout this paper, “food preparation workers” and “combined food preparation and serving workers, including fast food”

are combined into one category, “food preparation workers.”

2. In particular, hourly wages are the hourly earnings of wage and salary workers, including any tips, overtime pay, and commissions

for both hourly and non-hourly workers. The hourly wage measure was created using the “hybrid” approach described in

Schmitt (2003, 9–13).

3. Throughout this paper, union coverage is defined as workers who are either a member of a labor union or association, or are

covered by a union contract.

4. We use the reweighting approach developed in Dinardo, Fortin, and Lemieux (1996) to determine median hourly wages outside

of the restaurant industry for workers similar to restaurant workers. In particular, we reweight workers who are not in the

restaurant industry so that they have, on average, similar characteristics—namely, gender, nativity, citizenship, race and ethnicity,

educational attainment, age, marital status, urbanicity, and region of the country—to those in the restaurant industry.

5. Throughout this paper, “employer-provided health insurance coverage” refers to workers who are included in an employer group

health plan from their employer, where the employer helps pay for at least some portion of the plan. “Employer-provided
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pension coverage” refers to workers who are included in a pension or other type of retirement plan (other than Social Security)

from their employer.

References
Allegretto, Sylvia, and David Cooper. 2014. Twenty-Three Years and Still Waiting for Change: Why It’s Time to Give Tipped Workers

the Regular Minimum Wage. Economic Policy Institute, Briefing Paper No. 379. http://www.epi.org/publication/waiting-for-

change-tipped-minimum-wage/

Bendick Jr., Marc, Rekha Eanni Rodriguez, and Sarumathi Jayaraman. 2010. “Employment Discrimination in Upscale Restaurants:

Evidence from Matched Pair Testing.” The Social Science Journal, vol. 47, no. 4, 802–818.

Bernhardt, Annette, Ruth Milkman, Nik Theodore, Douglas D. Heckathorn, Mirabai Auer, and James DeFilippis. 2009. Broken

Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities. National Employment and Law Project.

http://www.nelp.org/page/-/brokenlaws/BrokenLawsReport2009.pdf?nocdn=1

Bivens, Josh, Elise Gould, Lawrence Mishel, and Heidi Shierholz. 2014. Raising America’s Pay : Why It’s Our Central Economic Policy

Challenge. Economic Policy Institute, Briefing Paper No. 378. http://www.epi.org/publication/raising-americas-pay/

Bureau of Labor Statistics (U.S. Department of Labor) Current Employment Statistics program. Various years. Employment, Hours

and Earnings—National [database]. http://www.bls.gov/ces/#data

Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata. Various years. Survey conducted by the Bureau of the Census for

the Bureau of Labor Statistics [machine-readable microdata file]. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau.

http://www.bls.census.gov/cps_ftp.html#cpsbasic

DiNardo, John, Nicole M Fortin, and Thomas Lemieux. 1996. “Labor Market Institutions and the Distribution of Wages,

1973-1992: A Semiparametric Approach.” Econometrica, vol. 64, no.5, 1001–1044.

Eisenbrey, Ross. 2014. Improving the Quality of Jobs Through Better Labor Standards. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities: Path to

Full Employment Initiative. http://www.pathtofullemployment.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/eisenbrey.pdf

Jayaraman, Saru. 2013. Behind the Kitchen Door. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press. http://www.amazon.com/Behind-Kitchen-

Door-Saru-Jayaraman/dp/0801451728

Joint Economic Committee (JEC). 2010. Expanding Access to Paid Sick Leave: The Impact of the Healthy Families Act on America’s

Workers. http://jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?a=Files.Serve&File_id=abf8aca7-6b94-4152-b720-2d8d04b81ed6

Passel, Jeffrey, and D’Vera Cohn. 2009. A Portrait of Unauthorized Immigrants in the United States. Pew Research Center: Pew

Hispanic Center. http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/107.pdf

Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC). 2012. Tipped Over the Edge: Gender Inequity in the Restaurant Industry.

http://rocunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/ROC_GenderInequity_F1-1.pdf

Schmitt, John. 2003. Creating a Consistent Hourly Wage Series from the Current Population Survey’s Outgoing Rotation Group,

1979-2002. Center for Economic and Policy Research. http://ceprdata.org/wp-content/cps/CEPR_ORG_Wages.pdf

EPI  BRIEFING PAPER #383 | AUGUST 21,  2014 PAGE 25

http://www.epi.org/publication/waiting-for-change-tipped-minimum-wage/
http://www.epi.org/publication/waiting-for-change-tipped-minimum-wage/
http://www.nelp.org/page/-/brokenlaws/BrokenLawsReport2009.pdf?nocdn=1
http://www.epi.org/publication/raising-americas-pay/
http://www.bls.gov/ces/#data
http://www.bls.census.gov/cps_ftp.html#cpsbasic
http://www.pathtofullemployment.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/eisenbrey.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/Behind-Kitchen-Door-Saru-Jayaraman/dp/0801451728
http://www.amazon.com/Behind-Kitchen-Door-Saru-Jayaraman/dp/0801451728
http://jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?a=Files.Serve&File_id=abf8aca7-6b94-4152-b720-2d8d04b81ed6
http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/107.pdf
http://rocunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/ROC_GenderInequity_F1-1.pdf
http://ceprdata.org/wp-content/cps/CEPR_ORG_Wages.pdf

	EPI Briefing Paper
	Economic Policy Institute • August 21, 2014 • Briefing Paper #383

	Low Wages and Few Benefits Mean Many Restaurant Workers Can’t Make Ends Meet
	Table of contents
	The restaurant industry is growing fast
	Jobs in the restaurant industry
	Restaurant industry share of employment, 1990–2014

	Who works in restaurants?
	Most common restaurant industry occupations, 2014
	Demographic characteristics of restaurant and non-restaurant workers, 2014
	Demographic characteristics of restaurant industry workers, by occupation, 2014

	Restaurant workers receive very low pay
	Median hourly wages of restaurant workers and overall, 2000–2013
	Median real hourly wages, restaurant industry workers versus other workers, overall and by demographic group, 2014
	Median real hourly wages of restaurant workers, by occupation and demographic group, 2014

	The wage penalty of restaurant work
	Wage penalty of restaurant work, overall and by demographic group, 2014

	Many restaurant workers do not have incomes high enough to make ends meet
	Poverty rates of restaurant workers versus other workers, overall and by demographic group, 2014

	Very few restaurant workers receive fringe benefits
	Poverty rates within restaurant occupations, 2014
	Employer-provided health insurance and pension coverage rates, restaurant workers versus other workers, overall and by demographic group, 2014

	Conclusion: What should be done to improve restaurant jobs
	Employer-provided health insurance and pension coverage rates within restaurant occupations, 2014

	About the author
	Endnotes
	References


