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FACT #1: Tipped workers overwhelming want and need One Fair Wage — $15 with tips on top.

✔ �The vast majority of restaurant workers polled in subminimum wage states including New 
Hampshire, Maine, Delaware Massachusetts, Mississippi and Pennsylvania support One Fair Wage 
— a full minimum wage for tipped workers — because it will lead to a better life, better wages, 
and promote justice for the women and people of color most impacted. A 2019 poll of restaurant 

workers in MA, MS, and PA found that the most convincing reason restaurant workers in these states support 
increasing the subminimum wage is that they believe people who work for a living ought to earn a living wage.4

✔ �Over 140,000 workers nationwide signed the One Fair Wage petition calling for an end to the subminimum 
wage for tipped workers. In March 2020, One Fair Wage launched an Emergency Fund with over 240,000 
applicants nationwide. In spring 2020, nearly 60 percent of all applicants signed on to the petition calling for 
Congress to raise the minimum wage for all workers including tipped workers.5 Support for One Fair Wage grew 
during the pandemic, when nearly 70% of workers reported that tips declined 50-75% and over 40% reported 
that health risks increased. By December 2020, 70% of workers in the One Fair Wage National Public Health 
Survey report they want a full minimum wage for all workers with tips on top.6

The subminimum wage for tipped workers is an economic, racial and gender justice issue. A legacy 
of slavery, the federal subminimum wage for tipped workers is just $2.13 an hour today, forcing a 
workforce — that is over two thirds women and disproportionately people of color — to struggle 
with three times the poverty rate of the rest of the US workforce and the highest rates of sexual 
harassment of any industry because they must tolerate inappropriate customer behavior to feed 
their families in tips.1,2 Tips are meant to be a bonus, not the basis of a worker’s wage. There are 
seven states that require all employers to pay the full minimum wage with tips on top. In those states 
poverty is lower, restaurant job growth rates and small business restaurant growth rates are higher, 
AND tipping is the same or higher than everywhere else.3 One Fair Wage is a win-win for everyone.

Since the creation of the minimum wage almost a century ago, federal law has 
allowed employers to pay tipped workers less than the minimum wage. Since 
then, only seven states have done away with the unequal wage system. 

ONE FAIR WAGE  
MYTHS & FACTS

MYTH #1 
TIPPED WORKERS 
DON’T WANT  
ONE FAIR WAGE. 

IT’S TIME TO END THE RACIST, SEXIST SUBMINIMUM WAGE FOR TIPPED WORKERS.

TABLE 1: �Most Convincing Reasons for Supporting  
Raising Tipped Minimum Wage

	 Massachusetts	 Mississippi	 Pennsylvania

Better Life	 72%	 76%	 78%

Better Wages	 74%	 75%	 73%

Justice	 69%	 69%	 67%

Completeness	 72%	 75%	 74%

Source: Lake Research Partners Baseline Survey, Data collected from 7/11/19 - 7/26/19.

TABLE 2: Workers Signing On to One Fair Wage Petition

	 Workers Signing On to Petition

Arizona	 2,046

New Hampshire	 359

Maine	 340

West Virginia	 476

Delaware	 306

Source: One Fair Wage Emergency Fund Applicant Data collected 10/20-1/21
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✔ �A majority of people nationwide support the Raise the Wage Act, which would raise the federal 
minimum wage and require tipped workers to be paid a full minimum wage with tips on top. 
A poll by Reuters found that over two-thirds of all Americans support the idea of increasing 
the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour despite the contentious debate on the issue from 
Congressmembers.7 Workers in the same states with Senators opposed to increasing the Raise 
the Wage Act report high support for the bill. For example, according to a recent telephone poll 
conducted by GBAO, 66 percent of all people in West Virginia, including 52 percent of Republicans, 
support a full minimum wage for tipped workers with tips on top.8 That support goes up to 70 
percent once West Virginians find out that tipped workers are mostly women who use food stamps 
at double the rate of other workers to feed their families. 

FACT #2: Tips are the same or higher in states with One Fair Wage. 

✔ �Tipped workers in all of the 7 states that require One Fair Wage (a full minimum wage with tips 
on top) enjoy the same or higher tipping averages as tipped workers in the 43 states with a 
subminimum wage. Customers leave on average around 16 percent in tips in both One Fair Wage 
and subminimum wage regions.9 As a result, the Economic Policy Institute reports that total 
earnings, including both tips and wages, for tipped workers in One Fair Wage States are 15 percent 
higher than they are in states with $2.13 subminimum wage. Workers in all four quartiles, from the 
highest tip earners in fine dining restaurants, to the lowest tip earners in casual restaurants and 
diners, earn more than their peers in subminimum wage states.10 

✔ �Tipping amounts reported by workers do not statistically vary between One Fair Wage and 
subminimum wage regions. However, higher tip earners, who are largely fine dining restaurant 
servers, report higher wages and higher tips than their counterpart higher tip earners in states 
with a subminimum wage for tipped workers.11

FACT #3: �Full service restaurants grow faster in states with One Fair Wage —  
this is exactly the right time to raise the wage to $15 with tips on top.

✔ �The 7 states that require employers to pay the full minimum wage to tipped workers with tips 
on top have maintained thriving restaurant industries with higher restaurant sales than states 
with a subminimum wage. Restaurant sales growth is higher in states that require employers to 
pay the full minimum wage to tipped workers. Restaurant sales in One Fair Wage states grew by 
17 percent, according to 2017-2018 restaurant trade lobby estimates, compared to 15.6 percent 
in subminimum wage states. California, a One Fair Wage state, had the highest restaurant sales, 
topping over $97 billion, reflecting an annual restaurant sales increase of 18 percent.12

✔ �States that require employers to pay the full minimum wage to tipped workers with tips on top 
have higher average full-service restaurant employment growth rate and higher small business 
restaurant employment growth rates than the states with subminimum wages. Full-service 
restaurant employment (FSRE) in One Fair Wage states grew by 6.71 percent between 2016-19, 
compared to a FSRE increase of only 4.9 percent in states that have a subminimum wage. Small 
business employment in One Fair Wage states grew by 8.37 percent, while employment in small 
business in states with a subminimum wage grew by only 5.95 percent between 2016-2019.13

✔ �Full-service restaurant establishment growth is higher in One Fair Wage than states with a 
subminimum wage. From 2016 to 2019, the number of FSRs in One Fair Wage states grew by 10 
percent, compared to a FSR increase of 5.97 percent in subminimum wage states. 

✔ �During the pandemic, the seven states that have fully eliminated the subminimum wage for 
tipped workers (CA, OR, WA, NV, MT, MN, AK) have had, on average, almost exactly the same rate 
of decline in open hospitality businesses as states with a subminimum wage. The mean rate 

MYTH #2 
TIPPING CULTURE 
WILL GO AWAY.

MYTH #3 
IT’S BAD TIMING 
— RESTAURANTS 
HAVE BEEN HIT 
HARD FROM 
THE PANDEMIC, 
ESPECIALLY SMALL 
BUSINESSES. 
RAISING THE 
MINIMUM WAGE, 
AND ESPECIALLY 
THE TIPPED 
MINIMUM WAGE, 
WILL FORCE EVEN 
MORE EMPLOYERS 
TO SHUT DOWN OR 
LAY PEOPLE OFF.
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of decline in open businesses between January 2020 and January 2021 for the seven states that 
require a full minimum wage for tipped workers with tips on top (CA, OR, WA, NV, MT, MN, AK) is 49.9 
percent, and the mean rate of decline in open hospitality businesses for the other 43 states that 
allow a subminimum wage for tipped workers is 49.4 percent — almost exactly the same. Some of 
these seven states have had the greatest COVID restrictions of almost any state, but still have not 
experienced greater decline in open hospitality business rates than other states.14

✔ �Hundreds of independent restaurants believe now is exactly the right time to raise the 
minimum wage — in order to be able to recruit and maintain workers, and in order to ensure that 
restaurant consumption remains constant during the pandemic. Over 200 restaurant owners 
signed on to a letter calling on Congress to pass the Raise the Wage Act in February 2021. 

✔ �Rates of decline in open hospitality businesses are less in states with a higher minimum 
wage, because low-wage workers and households on average have more income to spend at 
local businesses. Because a higher minimum wage lifts up lower-income households and these 
households on average spend a larger portion of their income than higher wage households, 
businesses in One Fair Wage states tend to fare better during economic downturns. Tax breaks, 
rent subsidies, and other business-oriented relief measures all help businesses during a crisis, but 
none of them drive additional spending in the same way as a minimum wage increase.15

✔ �A recent survey in New York City, found that over a third of restaurant workers are considering 
leaving their jobs since the start of the pandemic and over 40 percent say it is due to their low 
wages.16 Two-thirds of these restaurant workers indicated that earning a full, stable, livable wage 
would make them stay at their job.17 Considering that even before the pandemic, the national 
turnover rate among restaurants and the accommodation service sector was 75 percent18 — it is 
critical for businesses to adopt a fair wage for their workers if they hope to retain their workforce.

“The truth is that the restaurant industry had pre-existing conditions before 
COVID, and now it’s time we address the inequity of the two-tiered wage 
system that makes our workforce rely on tips as the bulk of their income,” said 
MONIQUE CARTER, Owner of MJB Restaurant Group in Chicago. “This means that 
our workforce, which is disproportionately women, is more likely to endure 
inappropriate customer behavior, harassment, and abuse. It also creates deep 
wage disparity between our front and back of the house team members, which 
has racial impacts that negatively affect black and brown workers. It’s time to 
end the subminimum wage, allowing for restaurant owners who want to invest 
in our employees to compete on a level playing field with low road employers 
down the street who continue to leverage poverty level wages to subjugate 
their workers. Thank you to all who are supporting this bill. Let’s build a more 
just and equitable industry where all of us can thrive.”

“When our dining rooms were forced closed during the pandemic, we saw it as 
an opportunity for real change in the restaurant industry,” said KATIE BUTTON, 
CEO of Curate in Raleigh, North Carolina. “We decided to eliminate sub minimum 
wage pay in our restaurants and adopted a model of all employees making 
above minimum wage with tips shared across all hourly non-management 
workers, we instantly saw better and more equitable pay across all of our 
workers. It has literally changed lives.”

“In Wisconsin, the living wage is $14.36. How do we expect folks to live on 
$7.25/hour? We need to increase the minimum wage now to $15 including the 
tipped workers in my restaurant,” said DAN JACOBS, Owner and Executive Chef 
at DanDan in Milwaukee. “The pandemic has highlighted how living off of tips 
alone is not sustainable. We must provide a more stable income for our teams. 
We need to pass the Raise the Wage Act in its entirety now!”

“The sub-minimum wage leads to hunger, poverty 
and racial and gender economic and social inequity. 
Restaurants themselves, though comfortable with 
the familiar system, suffer with the impact of the 
subminimum wage – high rates of sexual harassment, 
weak commitment to mission and turnover,” said MICHAEL 
LANDGARTEN, Owner of Lil’s Cafe in Kittery, Maine. “One 
Fair Wage presents a tremendous opportunity to make a 
positive economic and social difference while at the same 
time lift up restaurants to become more professional 
workplaces where owners and workers thrive.”

“I own restaurants in Colorado and Arizona, and I would 
love to see the minimum wage raised to $15 per hour, 
and the elimination of the subminimum wage. When the 
people making the least get a raise, it increases economic 
activity, and ensures security for our workforces,” said 
PETE TURNER, owner of Illegal Pete’s Restaurants in 
Arizona and Colorado. “Envisioning a restaurant industry 
that takes care of all involved is critical to business 
success and human success. I support the Raise the Wage 
Act and the American Rescue Plan.”

“We at Jack’s Pizza support a full minimum wage for all 
workers with tips on top because it’s the right thing for 
workers and it creates more equality and sustainability 
for the industry,” said KATHLEEN MENEGOZZI, Owner of 
Jack’s Pizza in New Hampshire.
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FACT #4: Menu prices stay the same or increase minimally with One Fair Wage. 

✔ �Food costs would only go up by 25¢ a day for the average American household if the tipped 
minimum wage was raised to a full regular minimum wage of $15.00 and all of the costs were 
passed along to the consumer,19 or as little as a dime for every $5.00 in sales.20

✔ �A 2017 study by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, found that city-level minimum wage 
increases have a modest effect on restaurant prices, and on local consumer spending growth. 
Across cities, a 10 percent increase in minimum wage, only led to a 0.3 percentage point rise in 
costs for customers dining out. The study also found that customers on average increased the 
quantity of food they consumed away from home in response to a rise in minimum wage by 0.5 
percentage points.21

FACT #5: �The majority of tipped workers are adult women, many with children, who earn  
poverty-level wages including tips, and tips have gone down with the pandemic. 

✔ �Sixty-eight percent of tipped workers are women and forty-one percent are people of color, who 
largely work in casual restaurants earning very little in tips. The predominance of women in the 
industry means they carry the highest burden of poverty. Tipped workers live in poverty at more 
than twice the rate of the overall workforce, and tipped restaurant workers at two-and-a-half 
times the rate.22

✔ �Tips, which were already minimal for the majority of workers, declined significantly during the 
pandemic. Since the pandemic, a majority of workers (84 percent) report that their tips have 
declined significantly and over two-thirds (67 percent) report that their tips have declined by half 
or more.23

✔ �Servers also rely on food stamps at more than one-and-a-half times the rate of the general 
working population.24 According to official government data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
drawn from surveys of employers, the median wage for a server is $11 an hour including tips.25

✔ �More than 60 percent of tipped workers are above age 24; the median age is 34.26 Nearly 30 
percent of tipped workers are parents; over 30 percent of tipped women workers are mothers and 
over half of those mothers are single moms.27 The vast majority of these adults take great pride in 
their work as hospitality professionals. 

FACT #6: �Most employers don’t comply with the laws regarding the subminimum wage,  
and even if they did, the subminimum wage would still result in the restaurant  
industry having the highest levels of sexual harassment in any industry.

✔ �Unfortunately, that law is regularly violated. The restaurant industry is the largest employer 
of workers who earn less than the minimum wage.28 An investigation by the Department of 
Labor found that nearly 84 percent of investigated restaurants had some sort of wage and hour 
violation.29 Major chains such as Darden routinely settle cases of wage theft for millions of dollars. 
In a recent case, TGI Friday’s agreed to settle a wage lawsuit for $19.1 million dollars.30

✔ �Even if the law were enforced, the subminimum wage would still force a workforce that is over 
two thirds majority women to face the highest rates of sexual harassment of any industry 
because they must tolerate inappropriate customer behavior to feed their families in tips. 
A recent One Fair Wage study found that over-three quarters (76 percent) of tipped workers 
experienced sexual harassment compared to 52 percent of their non-tipped counterparts. When 
these workers reported sexual harassment, tipped workers were less likely to say that the citation 
was corrected than their non-tipped counterparts (61 percent compared to 73 percent).31

MYTH #4 
RAISING THE 
MINIMUM WAGE, 
AND ESPECIALLY 
THE TIPPED 
MINIMUM WAGE, 
WILL FORCE 
EMPLOYERS TO 
RAISE MENU PRICES. 

MYTH #5 
TIPPED WORKERS 
EARN A LOT OF 
MONEY IN TIPS 
AND DON’T NEED 
HIGHER WAGES. 
THEY ARE MOSTLY 
TEENAGERS AND 
YOUTH WHO ARE 
EARNING EXTRA 
POCKET CHANGE 
UNTIL THEY MOVE 
ON TO SOMETHING 
BETTER.

MYTH #6 
THE LAW SAYS 
EMPLOYERS HAVE 
TO MAKE SURE 
TIPS BRING TIPPED 
WORKERS UP TO 
THE FULL MINIMUM 
WAGE. WHY NOT 
JUST ENFORCE 
THE LAW?
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FACT #7: �Restaurants that pay One Fair Wage are allowed to share tips with back-of-house 
employees, increasing racial and occupational equity.

✔ �One Fair Wage led the passage of a Congressional budget ryder in 2018 that allows any 
restaurant that pays a full minimum wage with tips on top to share tips with back-of-house 
employees. Even with tip sharing with back-of-house workers, however, all tipped workers, 
including the highest tip earners, in One Fair Wage states earn more in wages and tips than their 
counterparts in states with a subminimum wage for tipped workers.32

✔ �While great disparities exist between front-of-house (dining room staff) and back-of-house 
(kitchen staff) in fine dining restaurants, most tipped workers work in casual restaurants like 
IHOP and Denny’s, where tips are much less and the disparity from front-of-house and back-of-
house workers is little to none. The national median wage for servers, including tips, is 53 cents 
lower than the national median wage for dishwashers.33

✔ �In most markets, back-of-the-house employees earn more than the minimum wage. In 
Washington and California, employers report that short-order cooks earn a median wage of 
$16.02 and $13.85, respectively; dishwashers earn a median of $13.36 and $12.41 in those states, 
respectively.34,35 Nationally, short-order cooks earn a median wage of $12.09, and dishwashers earn 
$11.53 per hour.36 

FACT #8: �With One Fair Wage, employee turnover goes down, and employee morale  
and customer service go up.

✔ �Cornell University, which has the foremost School of Hospitality Management in the country, 
has found the opposite to be true: in a study of 1,100 restaurant employers, Cornell found that 
employers can cut their employee turnover almost in half with higher wages and better benefits. 
They also found that workers in ‘high road’ restaurants had higher employee morale, investment, 
and productivity, and were thus able to provide better service.37

FACT #9: Restaurants in One Fair Wage states have higher job growth rates.

✔ �Automation is a challenge to many service industries, but it is being driven and implemented 
primarily on the basis of various technology platforms getting cheaper, more flexible, and more 
widely available. The implementation of self-ordering systems in restaurants does not correlate to 
regional minimum wage rises.38

✔ �According to Technomic, a research group focused on the restaurant industry, labor savings 
are at the bottom of the list of reasons restaurants are implementing self-service systems. 
The primary utility of these systems is to increase check sizes and offer an opportunity to collect 
customer feedback — efficiencies that could result in greater employment.39

✔ �By way of example, the introduction of ATMs was predicted to reduce the number of bank teller 
jobs but instead ATMs made it cheaper for banks to open branches, resulting in an increase in 
the number of teller jobs to match the increase in banking transactions and the continued need 
for quality customer service.40 A similar effect appears to be taking place at Panera Bread, where 
self-order kiosks resulted in new hires to  respond to an increase in demand.41

✔ �The most robust research on the restaurant employment effects of minimum wage increases 
find no loss of employment as a result of wage increases and suggests that minimum wage 
increases are largely absorbed by small price increases, as well as by turnover cost savings.42 

MYTH #7 
RAISING THE 
MINIMUM WAGE 
FOR TIPPED 
WORKERS WOULD 
BE UNFAIR TO 
BACK-OF-HOUSE 
EMPLOYEES, WHO 
MAKE A LOT LESS 
(AND WHO TEND 
TO BE IMMIGRANTS 
AND PEOPLE  
OF COLOR).  

MYTH #8 
CUSTOMER SERVICE  
WILL BE WORSE 
WHEN WORKERS ARE 
LESS DEPENDENT 
ON TIPS.

MYTH #9 
RAISING THE 
MINIMUM WAGE 
INCREASES THE 
LIKELIHOOD OF 
AUTOMATION AND 
THUS JOB LOSS IN 
RESTAURANTS.
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1.	 It’s the right thing for employers. 

States with one wage for all have higher restaurant sales, as well as full-service restaurant 
establishment and employment growth.43,44 Restaurants that pay higher wages have lower 
turnover, better morale, and greater productivity.45 

A One Wage system is less burdensome, imposing less liability.46 

2.	 It’s the right thing for women AND ALL WORKERS. 

Sixty-eight percent of tipped workers are women; female servers in America suffer from 2.6 times 
the poverty rate of the rest of the U.S. workforce and use food stamps at 1.6 times the rate.47 

Relying on the largesse of customers for their income not only provides women with a precarious 
and unstable income but also subjects them to however a customer might treat them or touch 
them. Workers in states with a $2.13 subminimum wage experience twice the rate of sexual 
harassment as workers in One Fair Wage states.48 

Raising the tipped minimum wage to the full minimum wage has reduced poverty rates among 
women working as tipped restaurant workers, reducing it from 21 percent in states with a $2.13 
subminimum wage to 14 percent in the states with one wage.49  

Raising the tipped minimum wage to the full minimum wage has reduced poverty rates among 
tipped restaurant workers of color, 23 percent in $2.13 subminimum wage states compared to 14 
percent in states with one wage.50

3.	 It’s the right thing for America.

The subminimum wage for tipped workers is a direct legacy of slavery. Over the last 150 years since 
Emancipation, the restaurant industry is the only industry that has convinced America that it need 
not pay its workers’ wages because customers do. This is not tolerated in any other country. 

KEY FACTS
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The Subminimum Wage 
Is a Legacy of Slavery

✦ �After Emancipation, the restaurant industry sought 

to hire newly freed Black people without paying them, 

forcing them to live on tips.4 This concept was made 

law, excluding a workforce of mostly Black women 

from the full minimum wage, even when other work-

ers received the federal minimum wage as part of the 

New Deal in 1938.5 

✦ �Today, Connecticut remains one of 43 states that 

permits this business model built on slavery, and has 

allowed a workforce that is overwhelmingly women 

and disproportionately women of color to contin-

ue to receive a subminimum wage 150 years since 

Emancipation.6

The Subminimum Wage Was 
Always a Source of Economic,  
Race and Gender Injustice 

✦ �The subminimum wage for tipped workers was a 

problem long before the pandemic for a workforce of 

thousands of tipped workers in Connecticut who are 

overwhelmingly women working in casual restaurants 

and bars.7

✦ �These workers have struggled with twice the poverty 

rate of other workers and the highest rates of sexual 

harassment of any industry because they must tol-

erate inappropriate customer behavior to feed their 

families in tips.8,9

Seven States Are Faring Better 
With One Fair Wage

✦ �For decades, 7 states did it differently: CA, OR, WA, 

NV, MT, AK and MN — all require a full minimum wage 

with tips on top.10

✦ �These 7 states have higher restaurant job growth 

rates, small business growth rates, and tipping av-

erages than Connecticut; they also have one half the 

rate of sexual harassment in the restaurant industry 

and lost fewer restaurants during the pandemic than 

Connecticut.11,12

The Pandemic Made the Subminimum 
Wage a Matter of Life and Death 

✦ �With the pandemic, the subminimum wage for tipped 

workers changed from an economic, race and gender 

injustice to one of life and death. 

✦ �Six million restaurant workers lost their jobs with the 

pandemic shutdown in March 2020, including nearly 

70,000 restaurant workers in Connecticut. Of work-

ers who lost their jobs at the start of the pandemic, 44 

percent reported they couldn’t access unemployment 

benefits because they were told their subminimum 

wage was too low to qualify for benefits.13,14 

✦ �Hundreds of thousands of tipped workers have since 

gone back to work, but nearly 70 percent of workers 

report their tips have decreased by at least half be-

cause sales were down.15

THE SUBMINIMUM WAGE for tipped workers is still just $6.38 an hour in the state of Connecticut.1  

A direct legacy of slavery, the subminimum wage affects for a workforce of nearly 70,000 tipped workers 

that is 70 percent women and 36 percent people of color.2 Ending this low-wage carve out positively 

impacts an overall restaurant industry of over 110,000 workers in Connecticut.3

ONE FAIR WAGE
THE KEY TO SAVING THE CONNECTICUT 
RESTAURANT INDUSTRY POST-COVID 19

3

4
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✦ �Meanwhile, customer hostility, health risks and ha-

rassment increased, with women tipped workers being 

asked to remove their masks so men could judge their 

looks and their tips on that basis.16 

✦ �Tipped workers were put in the impossible situation 

of having to enforce COVID protocols on the same 

restaurants from whom they had to get tips to survive. 

The Wage Shortage: Workers Are Refusing 
To Work Without One Fair Wage 

✦ �With the pandemic driving tips down and harassment 

up, this life threatening situation for service workers 

resulted in over 6,000 workers leaving the industry in 

Connecticut.17                                                                                                                                                                                          

✦ �In a recent survey, 54 percent of those who remain in 

the restaurant industry reported that they are consid-

ering leaving; 78 percent say the only thing that will   

  make them stay or return to working in restaurants is 

     a full livable wage with tips on top.18

Hundreds of Connecticut Restaurants 
Are Now Paying One Fair Wage

✦ �As a result of this exodus, we’ve documented nearly 

4,500 restaurants nationally and over 100 in Connecti-

cut who are paying One Fair Wage to recruit staff.19

✦ �Many of these independent restaurants have joined 

forces with workers to call for One Fair Wage policy 

for two reasons: 

1) �they say they need a level playing field, and 

2) �they say they need policy to send a signal to millions 

of workers that these are permanent wage increases 

and it’s worth coming back to work in restaurants.20

✦ �With 53 percent of workers nationwide saying they’re 

leaving, Connecticut restaurants are not able to fully 

reopen unless we pass One Fair Wage.21 
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Thousands of tipped workers in Connecticut are leaving the restaurant industry and are not willing 

to return without One Fair Wage, and many Connecticut employers are now paying One Fair Wage 

to recruit staff and seek a level playing field — the time to pass One Fair Wage is now. 
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OVERVIEW

As bad as the subminimum 
wage always was, it’s even 
harder now. I have a lot of 
colleagues who are leaving 
the restaurant industry 
because it’s not worth it 
without One Fair Wage. 

—�ANNETTE ALCALA 
Restaurant Worker 
New York, NY

The COVID-19 outbreak has had devastating impacts on the restau-
rant industry, with 6 million workers losing work temporarily or 
permanently. Tipped restaurant workers, who are over two-thirds 
women, reported facing dramatically decreased tips and increased 
health risks and harassment in restaurants during the pandemic. This 
report documents the massive exodus of workers from restaurants, 
their reasons for leaving, and what would make them stay. 

The pandemic has had devastating impacts for women and mothers 
in particular, with many economists dubbing the crisis a “she-ces-
sion.”1 Even prior to the pandemic, working mothers already bore 
the brunt of domestic duties and were heavily concentrated in low 
wage jobs.2,3 As one of the largest employers of women and one of 
the largest employers of subminimum wage workers, the restaurant 
industry plays an outsized role in perpetuating inequality among 
women, particularly women of color.4,5 Not only must these women 
endure one the lowest wages in the country, but also experience 
higher levels of sexual harassment than any other industry in the 
country.6,7 This report documents women and mother’s experiences 
of the pandemic, and also how it has motivated many of them to 
leave the restaurant industry altogether. 

KEY FINDINGS

◆ �Over half (53%) of all workers report that they are considering 
leaving their restaurant job with the pandemic and more than 
three quarters (76%) say they are leaving due to low wages and 
tips. Mothers were more likely to report that they are leaving 
restaurant jobs than other workers (55% v 52%). ‘Low wages and 
tips’ was by far the most popular reason for leaving the industry, 
more than 20 percentage points higher than the second most pop-
ular reason — COVID health risks. Mothers were ten percentage 
points more likely to say they are leaving restaurants due to low 
wages and tips compared to non-mothers (80% v 71%).

◆ �It’s a wage shortage, not a worker shortage. The vast majority of all 
respondents (78%) report having a full, stable, livable wage would 

If a large percentage of our 
workforce decides to leave 
the restaurant industry, 
none of the other relief 
efforts will have mattered. 
You can’t run a restaurant 
without a staff. It’s time 
we raise wages and ensure 
that we can attract and 
retain good talent in our 
industry.

—�CHEF RON HSU 
Owner, Lazy Betty’s 
Atlanta, GA
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make them consider staying at their job. Again, ‘full, stable, livable wages’ was by far the 
most popular factor that workers reported would make them stay at their job, nearly 30 
percentage points higher than the second most popular factor — paid sick leave.

◆ �Workers are leaving the industry not only because tips are down and pay is too low, but 
also the risks and harassment are far too high. Reflective of the general demographics 
of tipped service workers, the majority (74%) of survey respondents were women, in-
dicating that the overall exodus and reasons for leaving of tipped service workers are 
gendered. However, these factors are even worse for working mothers:

➤ �Mothers report contracting COVID at higher rates than all other workers  
(26% v 19%)

➤ �Mothers were more likely to report tips decreased with the pandemic  
(91% v 86%) and that their tips have decreased by half or more (73% v 67%)

➤ �Mothers were more likely to report an increase in sexual harassment  
with the pandemic (51% v 44%)

This report is based on a national pool of over 2,800 surveys of food service workers 
conducted online and over the telephone from October 20, 2020 to May 1, 2021. We 
emailed the surveys to the over 260,000 applicants to the One Fair Wage Emergency 
Fund starting in October 2020, and collected responses until May 1, 2020, by which time 
over 4,300 workers had already responded. Of those who responded, 2,838 reported that 
they were currently employed, and were thus able to answer most of the survey questions 
about restaurant employment during the pandemic.

TABLE 1
Summary of Restaurant 
Worker Retention Survey

Restaurant workers 
considering leaving their  
job since COVID-19 outbreak

53% ALL WORKERS

54% ALL WOMEN

50% ALL MEN

55% ALL MOTHERS

52% NON-MOTHERS

WHY WORKERS ARE LEAVING THEIR JOBS

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS  	 WOMEN	 MEN 	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Due to low wages and tips	 76%	 78%	 69%	 80%	 71%

Due to concerns about 	 55%	 56%	 57%	 58%	 54% 
COVID-19 safety	

Due to concerns of hostility 	 39%	 39%	 39%	 36%	 44% 
and harassment from customers

Due to concerns of hostility and 	 26%	 25%	 31%	 24%	 29% 
harassment from coworkers  
and/or management

Moving to a different city, 	 5%	 5%	 8%	 4%	 7% 
state, or country

Moving into a new position within	 4%	 3%	 7%	 2%	 6% 
the restaurant industry

Transitioning to a different industry	 31%	 29%	 38%	 20%	 45%
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Source: One Fair Wage Worker 
Public Health Survey Data 
collected 10/20-4/21

Source: One Fair Wage 
Worker Public Health Survey 
Data collected 10/20-4/21

WHAT WOULD MAKE WORKERS STAY AT THEIR JOB

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS	 WOMEN	 MEN	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Full, stable, livable wage	 78%	 79%	 75%	 78%	 78%

Increased hours	 36%	 35%	 38%	 38%	 32%

Paid sick leave	 49%	 49%	 48%	 43%	 55%

Better COVID-19 safety protocols and enforcement	 41%	 41%	 40%	 40%	 41% 

Health benefits or insurance	 44%	 44%	 46%	 37%	 53%

An improved working environment with less hostility	 45%	 45%	 47%	 40%	 52% 
from customers, coworkers, and/or management

 
RESTAURANT EMPLOYEE EXPOSURE TO COVID-19

Has personally contracted COVID-19	 21%	 21%	 20%	 26%	 19%

Knows someone who has contracted COVID-19	 95%	 96%	 92%	 93%	 96%

Of those who know someone infected, percent who	 50%	 50%	 52%	 52%	 49% 
knows someone who has died from COVID-19 
or COVID-19 Complications

Employees who report that one or more employees	 74%	 75%	 70%	 78%	 71% 
at their restaurant has contracted COVID-19

Employees are within 6 feet of an unmasked	 53%	 54%	 52%	 50%	 63% 
person at least once during their shift

Employees are within 6 feet of an unmasked	 38%	 39%	 38%	 37%	 39% 
person 30 or more times during their shift

 
CUSTOMER HOSTILITY, HARASSMENT AND IMPACT ON TIPPING	

Report that tips have decreased since COVID-19	 87%	 88%	 84%	 91%	 86%

Report that tips have decreased since	 69%	 70%	 63%	 73%	 67% 
COVID-19 by at least 50% or more

Experienced or witnessed hostile behavior	 80%	 82%	 75%	 79%	 81% 
from customers in response to staff enforcing  
COVID-19 safety protocols

Experienced or witnessed hostile behavior on	 49%	 50%	 42%	 51%	 47% 
a weekly basis from customers in response to  
staff enforcing COVID-19 safety protocols

Felt reluctant to enforce COVID-19 safety 	 60%	 62%	 56%	 59%	 59% 
protocols upon customers out of concern  
that customer would tip less

Has experienced or witnessed a noticeable 	 47%	 50%	 35%	 51%	 44% 
change in overall levels of unwanted sexualized  
comments from customers

TABLE 2
Summary of 
COVID-19 Health 
and Customer 
Harassment Impacts 
on Restaurant 
Workers 

TABLE 1
Summary of 
Restaurant Worker 
Retention Survey
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THE SUBMINIMUM WAGE, TIPPED WORKERS,  
AND RACE AND GENDER INEQUALITY

COVID-19’s devastating impact on the economy has had far reaching con-
sequences for all workers, especially women and mothers in the service 
sector. Prior to the pandemic, the restaurant industry was one the largest 
and fastest growing sectors in the nation’s economy, accounting for over 13 
million workers.8,9 Despite the size and growth of the restaurant industry in 
previous years, its workers earned some of the lowest wages in the country.10 
Over 60% of all workers paid below the federal minimum wage are employed 
in the restaurant industry, and therefore rely heavily on tips for their base 
wage.11 A legacy of slavery, the federal subminimum wage for tipped workers 
is still $2.13 an hour; 43 states persist with a subminimum wage in some form. 

The subminimum wage places a disproportionate burden on women, who 
make up nearly 70% of the workforce. Over a third of these workers are 
mothers who must rely on tips to support their families.12,13 Tipped workers 

suffer from nearly twice the poverty rate and use food stamps than the rest of the U.S. 
workforce.14 These workers face the highest rates of sexual harassment of any industry 
because they must tolerate inappropriate customer behavior to feed their families in 
tips.15 The seven states that require a full minimum wage with tips on top (CA, OR, WA, 
NV, MN, MT, AK) have one half the rate of sexual harassment as the states that allow 
employers to pay the federal subminimum wage of $2.13 an hour, because in those states 
women are not as dependent on customer tips to feed their families and thus do not have 
to tolerate as much harassment.16

Race and gender inequities have been rampant throughout the tipped service sector 
since Emancipation, particularly in restaurants, which claim the largest share of tipped 
workers.17 There is a $4.79 wage gap between white male tipped front-of-house workers 
and their Black female counterparts.18 This inequity is largely due to women and workers 
of color being concentrated in lower-paying industry segments, such as casual dining 
establishments like Denny’s and Applebee’s instead of fine-dining restaurants where tips 
are higher on average, and because of their concentration in lower-tipping positions, such 
as busser rather than server and bartender positions, even when they work in fine dining 
restaurants.19 Another factor contributing to this inequality is customer bias in tipping. 
Even before the current crisis, customers of all races tended to give higher tips to white 

INTRODUCTION: 
PRE-EXISTING CONDITIONS  

IN THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY
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servers and lower tips to Black servers. Customers’ implicit 
bias results in tips being based on servers’ race, gender, and 
perceived attractiveness of workers.20

THE “SHE-CESSION” AND  
THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY

Since the 1970s, mothers have increasingly gained a larg-
er share of the total U.S. labor force. In most households 
with children, a majority of mothers have a job outside of 
home.21 Mothers of color, in particular, are more likely to be 
the primary breadwinners of their home and bear primary 
responsibility for childcare and household duties.22 Despite 
these gains in recent decades, mothers face a persistent bias 
from employers, which has had far reaching consequences 

in regards to hiring, promotions, and perceived levels of productivity or 
competence.23 Bias against mothers in the labor force translates to what 
is commonly referred to as a “motherhood penalty,” which describes how 
women’s earnings are negatively impacted by raising children.24

These dynamics worsened during the pandemic, which had devastating 
impacts for women and mothers across all sectors, with many economists 
dubbing the crisis a “she-cession.”25 Even prior to the pandemic, working 
mothers already bore the brunt of domestic duties and were heavily con-
centrated in low wage jobs.26,27 As one of the largest employers of women 
and one of the largest employers of subminimum wage workers, the 
restaurant industry plays an outsized role in perpetuating inequality among 
women, particularly women of color.28,29 Those in the restaurant industry 
face an even harsher penalty to their career mobility and overall profit-
ability because the majority of them already lack a livable wage and are 
largely segregated from the highest paid positions in the industry. A 2014 
study by Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC United) found that 
mothers in the industry often lack the affordable and accessible childcare 
options necessary to take night and weekend shifts known for garnering 
more tips.30 Although women make up over half of all restaurant workers, 
less than a quarter hold head chef or management positions.31 Studies 
show that childcare costs, which were already consumed over a third of the 
income for low-income families, have only increased in recent years, while 
wages have remained stagnant.32

This report documents women and mothers’ experiences of the pandemic, 
and also how it has motivated many of them to leave the restaurant indus-
try altogether.
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WHY RESTAURANT WORKERS 
ARE LEAVING THE INDUSTRY &  

WHAT WOULD MAKE THEM STAY

Restaurants don’t have 
a labor shortage, they 
have a wage shortage. We 
want to work, we just also 
want to be paid a full, fair 
wage. And especially as a 
mother, with a son about 
to enter this industry, I 
want to fix this for future 
generations. I remember 
in the beginning of all this, 
people were telling us if 
we did not like the industry 
we should just leave. And 
how they’re looking around 
and wondering why we  
are all gone.

—�CARRIE SCHWEITZER 
Restaurant Worker 
Philadelphia

TABLE 3:
Desire to Leave Current Job

Restaurant workers 
considering leaving their  
job since COVID-19 outbreak

53% ALL WORKERS

54% ALL WOMEN

50% ALL MEN

55% ALL MOTHERS

52% NON-MOTHERS

PRE-PANDEMIC TURNOVER  
IN THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY 

The restaurant industry has always had one of the highest turnover 
rates in the country and it only increased in recent years.33 In 2019, 
the turnover rate for the accommodations and food services indus-
try was 78.6%.34 Multiple studies have found that one of the main 
reasons restaurant workers decide to leave their job is to pursue a 
position that pays a higher wage.35,36 When restaurant workers are 
taken care of, they stay longer, are more productive, and provide 
better quality service.37 However, despite all the evidence that a 
livable wage would reduce turnover and increase productivity for 
restaurants, the National Restaurant Association (“the Other NRA”) 
and its local affiliates, one of most powerful trade lobbies in country, 
continues to lobby against measures to increase the minimum wage 
and eliminate the subminimum wage for tipped workers.38

MASS EXODUS DUE TO LOW WAGES  
AND DECREASED TIPS

The restaurant industry’s pre-existing economic instability, sexual 
harassment, racial inequities, and consequent high turnover rates 
in the restaurant industry were all worsened during the pandemic. 
As described below in Section IV, with COVID-19, the restaurant 
industry’s low wages were compounded with dramatically reduced 
tips and increased hostility, harassment, and health risks, resulting 
in over half (53%) of all restaurant workers surveyed report that 
they are considering leaving their jobs. When asked to choose all 
applicable reasons for leaving, over half also indicated that this was 
due to COVID concerns, but the most popular reason for leaving the 
industry by far was low wages and tips. Over three-quarters (76%) 
of all workers and 80% of mothers indicated that low wages and tips 
are causing them to leave restaurant jobs. 
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WHAT WOULD MAKE RESTAURANT WORKERS STAY 

When asked to choose all applicable factors that would make them stay in 
restaurants, earning a full, stable, livable wage was by far the most popular 
factor that restaurant workers indicated would make them stay at their job 
— again, not surprising, given the dramatic decline in tips. Over three-quar-
ters of all workers, including mothers chose a full, stable, livable wage as 
a reason to stay, significantly higher than any other factor. If restaurants 
hope to retain a significant portion of the workforce, the nation must enact 
livable wage policy that allows workers to remain in restaurants. 

TABLE 4
Summary of 
Restaurant Worker 
Retention Survey

WHY WORKERS ARE LEAVING THEIR JOBS

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS	 WOMEN	 MEN 	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Due to low wages and tips	 76%	 78%	 69%	 80%	 71%

Due to concerns about COVID-19 safety	 55%	 56%	 57%	 58%	 54%

Due to concerns of hostility 	 39%	 39%	 39%	 36%	 44% 
and harassment from customers

Due to concerns of hostility and harassment 	 26%	 25%	 31%	 24%	 29% 
from coworkers and/or management

Moving to a different city, state, or country	 5%	 5%	 8%	 4%	 7%

Moving into a new position within	 4%	 3%	 7%	 2%	 6% 
the restaurant industry

Transitioning to a different industry	 31%	 29%	 38%	 20%	 45%

Source: One Fair Wage 
Worker Public Health Survey 
Data collected 10/20-4/21

Source: One Fair Wage 
Worker Public Health Survey 
Data collected 10/20-4/21

WHAT WOULD MAKE WORKERS STAY AT THEIR JOB

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS	 WOMEN	 MEN 	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Full, stable, livable wage	 78%	 79%	 75%	 78%	 78%

Increased hours	 36%	 35%	 38%	 38%	 32%

Paid sick leave	 49%	 49%	 48%	 43%	 55%

Better COVID-19 safety protocols and enforcement	 41%	 41%	 40%	 40%	 41% 

Health benefits or insurance	 44%	 44%	 46%	 37%	 53%

An improved working environment with less hostility	 45%	 45%	 47%	 40%	 52% 
from customers, coworkers, and/or management

TABLE 5
Summary of 
Restaurant Worker 
Retention Survey

The Queensboro is a One 
Fair Wage Restaurant. We 
pay our staff fairly and 
have done everything in 
our power to help them 
through this difficult year.  
As a result, we haven’t 
had any issues staying 
fully staffed. Perhaps the 
employers complaining 
about their staffing 
problems should re-
examine the way they pay 
and treat their employees.

—�MICHAEL FUQUAY 
Owner, The Queensboro 
New York, NY
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WHY WORKERS ARE LEAVING:
COVID-19 IMPACTS ON TIPPED 

RESTAURANT WORKERS 

During the pandemic, nearly 6 million restaurant workers lost their 
jobs; much more than in previous recessions, these employment 
losses have fallen mostly on women.39,40 Restaurants and other pub-
lic-facing businesses that were shut down for COVID-19 safety have 
high concentrations of women. In addition, the closure of schools 
and daycare facilities, and the implementation of remote learning, 
have increased childcare needs for women, who continue to bear the 
brunt of childrearing even when they are the primary breadwinners in 
the household.41 This challenge is particularly hard on women in the 
restaurant industry, who are concentrated in the majority in tipped 
occupations earning a subminimum wage. 

Despite current industry arguments that workers are not return-
ing to work because they are choosing to stay home and collect 
unemployment insurance, most tipped workers reported that they 
either could not access these benefits or earned much less than 
they should have and than they needed due to the subminimum 
wage for tipped workers and complications with their tips not being 
recognized as income. By late spring of 2020, a majority of tipped 
workers experienced difficulty accessing unemployment insurance 
due to their low wages.42 Women tipped workers experienced even 
greater challenge when applying for unemployment insurance due 
to their subminimum wage than their male counterparts, and also 
higher rates of home and food insecurity. Over 60% of women re-
ported they were either unsure or did not qualify for unemployment 
benefits, compared to 58% of their male counterparts. As a result, 
the vast majority of all women (92%) reported they were unsure or 
unable to pay for their rent or mortgage and 80% of women could 
only afford groceries for 2 weeks or less, compared to 91% and 78% 
of men, respectively.43

The restaurant industry in New 
York City is facing a labor crisis 
that should instead be seen as 
an opportunity. Well before the 
pandemic we were having trouble 
attracting and retaining staff. 
Now is the time to finally do the 
right thing by the people on the 
front lines — allow tip pools to 
be shared with both dining room 
and kitchen staff, eliminate the 
sub-minimum wage for tipped 
employees, and spread the 
increased earnings equitably 
amongst all hourly workers. 

Our employees can’t survive on 
what we’ve been paying them, as 
indicated by the fact that they 
are leaving the industry in droves. 
Without them, all of the relief 
efforts will have been in vain. It’s 
time we raise wages to ensure 
that we can attract and retain 
talent in our industry, which is 
vital to the soul of New York City. 

—�BRIAN KEYSER 
Owner, Casalula 
New York, NY
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LESS TIPS, MORE HOSTILITY AND HARASSMENT

After facing severe challenges in accessing unemployment insurance at relatively higher 
rates than other workers, many workers felt compelled to return to work in restaurants 
before they felt safe doing so.44 When they returned, they were asked to do more for 
less. Most workers (87%) of all workers reported that their tips have decreased since the 
pandemic and nearly 70% of workers report their tips have decreased by half or more. 

Women with children, particularly women of color, faced far greater declines in tips and 
were more likely to report regularly receiving a lower tip from customers due to COVID-19 
safety enforcement than all other workers. The vast majority of mothers (91%) reported 
that their tips declined since COVID-19 and over 70% report that their tips decreased 
by 50% or more. Because many women in the restaurant industry already have some of 
the lowest wages in the country and lacked access to not only unemployment insurance, 
but also supportive work-family policies, the pandemic had amplified the pre-existing 
inequality in the industry. 

Source: One Fair Wage 
Tipped Worker Survey Data 
collected 10/20-2/21

	 APPLICANTS 	 WOMEN 	 MEN  

Do not qualify or are unsure if they qualify	 61%	 62%	 58%  
for unemployment insurance

Unable or are unsure whether they can pay 	 92%	 92%	 91% 
their rent or mortgage 

Can only afford groceries for 2 weeks or less	 79%	 80%	 78%

TABLE 6
Impact of COVID-19 
on Tipped Service 
Workers

Source: One Fair Wage Worker 
Public Health Survey Data 
collected 10/20-4/21

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS	 WOMEN	 MEN	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Report that tips have decreased since COVID-19	 87%	 88%	 84%	 91%	 86%

Report that tips have decreased since COVID-19 	 69%	 70%	 63%	 73%	 67% 
by at least 50% or more

Experienced or witnessed hostile behavior 	 80%	 82%	 75%	 79%	 81% 
from customers in response to staff enforcing  
COVID-19 safety protocols

Experienced or witnessed hostile behavior 	 49%	 50%	 42%	 51%	 47% 
on a weekly basis from customers in response  
to staff enforcing COVID-19 safety protocols

Felt reluctant to enforce COVID-19 safety 	 60%	 62%	 56%	 59%	 59% 
protocols upon customers out of concern  
that customer would tip less

Has experienced or witnessed a noticeable	 47%	 50%	 35%	 51%	 44% 
change in overall levels of unwanted sexualized 
comments from customers 

TABLE 7
Customer Hostility 
and Impact on 
Tipping 
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Restaurant workers have become de facto public health marshals, 
enforcing critical masks and social distancing protocols in one of the 
pandemic’s most dangerous environments, according to the Centers 
for Disease Control.45 A major source of restaurant workers’ inability 
to protect themselves and enforce critical health and safety proto-
cols with customers, and in 43 states, is the subminimum wage for 
tipped workers, because it requires workers to derive a substantial 
portion of their income from customer tips. During the pandemic, 
these workers’ reliance on tips from customers has made it difficult 
to nearly impossible to enforce critical social distancing and mask 
rules on these same customers. 

The majority of the workers surveyed (80%) reported that they have 
experienced customers becoming hostile to staff for following public 
health guidelines, such as insisting upon wearing a mask. Women 
and mothers were more likely than men to witness or experience 
such hostile behavior from customers on a weekly basis in response 
to enforcing these public health protocols Unsurprisingly, 60% of 
workers report feeling reluctant to enforce COVID-19 protocols 
out of concern that customers would reciprocate with aggression, 
hostility, and lesser tips. This feeling is based on real experience; 
over 60% of workers (62%) report having received a lesser tip than 
normal after enforcing COVID-19 protocols on customers. Of those 
workers, 47% report that receiving a lesser tip for enforcing these 
protocols is a weekly experience. Simultaneously, restaurant workers 
are presented with the impossible task, and losing battle, of policing 
the customers who directly subsidize their wages. The outcomes are 
even more significant for workers of color, with Black tipped workers 
reporting far greater decline in tips and more punishment for trying 
to enforce social distancing and mask rules in the form of lesser tips 
than their white counterparts.46 The subminimum wage for tipped 
workers thus created an impossible situation in which workers were 
forced to enforce public health rules on the same customers from 
whom they had to get tips to survive. 

With the pandemic, fewer customers and lessened tips has increased 
the power dynamic between male customers and women servers, 
forcing many women, particularly those with children, to tolerate even 
higher levels of sexual harassment than before. More than half of all 
mothers (51%) reported an increase in sexual harassment during the 
pandemic, compared to 47% of all workers. Hundreds of women have 
reported that they are repeatedly asked to remove their masks so 
male customers can judge their looks and their tips on that basis.47

The shortage in restaurant staff in 
these parts is currently extreme. 
It was prior to the pandemic 
and the situation has returned. 
Many have left the industry 
because of the health concerns 
and all the precautions caused 
by Covid-19. But our industry has 
always suffered from low pay. 
Raising wages in our industry 
would lift up the entire industry 
and “professionalize” it. Make 
it more legit. Most important 
is the elimination of the sub-
minimum wage as this policy 
truly undermines the respect 
and dignity of our workers. With 
recent legislation when tipped 
workers earn full minimum wage 
employers can distribute tips 
across the chain of service. 
This means kitchen staff share 
in tips too. This one change 
would be monumental for the 
industry. Making the way all 
staff are compensated similar 
while eliminating any chance of 
poverty level wages would change 
our industry dramatically for the 
better. What’s more it would make 
restaurant work more dignified, 
professional and desirable. We 
all need restaurants. It is time to 
change the laws to support them 
and the people who work in them 
becoming healthy, motivated 
and stable.

—�MICHAEL LANGARTEN 
Owner, Lil’s Cafe 
Kittery, ME
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INCREASED HEALTH RISKS 

It should come as no surprise, given the high-risk environment and 
workers’ inability to enforce social distancing and mask rules given 
their dependence on customer tips, that restaurant workers report 
extremely high levels of exposure to COVID-19 and infection and 
death of co-workers due to this exposure. Nearly one in five workers 
reported having contracted COVID-19 themselves (21%) and 95% 
knew someone who had contracted the virus; nearly three-quarters 
(74%) reported that someone in their restaurant contracted the 
virus. More than half (53%) of all employees report that they are in 
contact with maskless individuals at least once during their restau-
rant shifts. 

These alarming statistics were worse for women and mothers — not 
surprising given the data above indicating that women and mothers 
were more often punished in the form of lower tips for enforcing 
COVID-19 safety measures to protect their health and others. Moth-
ers surveyed were significantly more likely to report that they had 
contracted the virus; a rate 24% higher than all other workers on 
average. Women overall were more likely to report they were within 
six feet of maskless individuals. 

Source: One Fair Wage Worker 
Public Health Survey Data 
collected 10/20-4/21

	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 ALL	 NON- 
	 WORKERS	 WOMEN	 MEN	 MOTHERS	 MOTHERS 

Has personally contracted COVID-19	 21%	 21%	 20%	 26%	 19%

Knows someone who has contracted COVID-19	 95%	 96%	 92%	 93%	 96%

Of those who know someone infected, percent who	 50%	 50%	 52%	 52%	 49% 
knows someone who has died from COVID-19 
or COVID-19 Complications

Employees who report that one or more employees	 74%	 75%	 70%	 78%	 71% 
at their restaurant has contracted COVID-19

Employees are within 6 feet of an unmasked	 53%	 54%	 52%	 50%	 63% 
person at least once during their shift

Employees are within 6 feet of an unmasked	 38%	 39%	 38%	 37%	 39% 
person 30 or more times during their shift

TABLE 8
Restaurant Employee 
Exposure to 
COVID-19 
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At the end of our survey, more than two thirds (66%) answered ‘yes’ 
to signing on to the following statement:

“I do not want to return to work in a restaurant until  
we have One Fair Wage — a full minimum wage with tips  

on top — and the necessary safety protocols to keep us safe! 
If I do return to work before One Fair Wage becomes law,  

I cannot guarantee that I will enforce social distancing  
and mask rules with customers because I need to be 

able to get tips from those same customers. I call on my 
congressional representatives to take action!”

Restaurants received significant relief in the COVID-19 package 
passed by Congress in March 2021. However, in order to reopen and 
recover, restaurants will need to be able to find enough willing em-
ployees to reopen at full capacity. With more than half of all workers 
reporting that they are considering leaving their restaurant jobs 
and more than three quarters indicating that the primary reason is 
low wages and decreased tips, it is clear that we must raise work-
ers’ wages nationwide in order for consumers to enjoy the vibrant 
restaurant industry they experienced pre-pandemic. 

The mass exodus of workers from the restaurant industry is clearly 
greatest among women, who are the extreme example of what a 
‘she-recession’ means. Since the pandemic, women — dispropor-
tionately women of color — have suffered the most in job losses 
economy-wide and have borne the added responsibilities of child 
care while many schools remain closed.48 A recent poll by Market-
place found that 63% of women are the primary person in their 
household responsible for supervising their children’s remote school 
during the pandemic compared to only 29% of men.49 Women who 
work in the restaurant industry in particular already typically lack ac-
cessible and affordable childcare options to take on more desirable 
shifts, have among the lowest wages in the country, and with the 
recent outbreak have had the compounded role of enforcing safety 

CONCLUSION:
ALL WORKERS, ESPECIALLY MOTHERS, 

NEED ONE FAIR WAGE NOW

Every restaurant I know is 
struggling with hiring right 
now. I see places closing 
or operating at a limited 
capacity due to not having 
enough staff. After all the 
relief efforts, pivoting, 
and resilience, this is 
what it is coming down to. 
Unlike what some would 
like to have you believe, 
people who work in the 
restaurant industry are 
skilled professionals, and 
we ought to start treating 
them like they are. It is 
time to raise wages.

—�JI HYE KIM 
Owner, Miss Kim 
Ann Arbor, MI
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protocols needed to protect the public while facing economic retal-
iation and sexual harassment from the very people they are trying 
to protect.50 This report’s findings highlight that this vulnerability is 
not new and that it is exacerbated in every way by their dependence 
on tips to make up a majority of their wage. 

Forced to find ways to entice workers to stay in the industry and 
buoyed by the recent momentum generated by federal momentum 
to raise the minimum wage, many independent restaurant employ-
ers are proactively raising their wages. However, they cannot raise 
wages alone; employers need the level playing field that federal 
policy change would create. The Raise the Wage Act, which would 
finally eliminate slavery’s legacy of the subminimum wage for tipped 
workers and increase the minimum wage to $15 for all workers, is 
now a COVID emergency, not only for service workers themselves 
but also for the long-term economic stability of their families, the 
communities that rely on them, and restaurant industry itself. 

As the research shows, mothers in the restaurant industry  
are especially in need of a livable wage to better cover their  

childcare expenses and provide for their families.

These women have bared the brunt of the crisis, and those who are 
tipped workers have experienced a significant decline in their tips 
while taking on the compounded role of public health enforcement. 
If the nation wants to ensure both economic recovery and public 
health, these workers must be paid the full minimum wage with tips 
on top, enabling them to enforce safety protocols and reject dan-
gerous and demeaning sexual harassment from customers. One Fair 
Wage — an equal and just wage with tips on top — must be enacted 
as permanent law now.



14

1 �Covington, M et al. (December 2020). The “She-Cession” Persists, Es-
pecially for Women of Color. Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. On the 
Economy Blog. https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2020/de-
cember/she-cession-persists-women-of-color. 

2 �Cerrato, J. et al. (August 2018) Gender Inequality in Household Chores 
and Work-Family Conflict. Frontiers in Psychology. Vol. 9. pp. 1330.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01330. 

3 �Kim, M. (September 2000). Women paid low wages: who they are and 
where they work. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Monthly Labor Re-
view. https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2000/09/art3full.pdf. 

4 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (January 2021). Employed persons by 
detailed occupation, sex, race, and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity. Labor 
Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey. https://www.bls.
gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm.

5 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (April 2020). Characteristics of mini-
mum wage workers, 2019. BLS Reports - Report No. 1085. https://www.
bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2019/home.htm. 

6 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (May 2019). Occupational Employment 
and Wages - Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations (Ma-
jor). Occupational Employment and Wages Statistics. https://www.bls.
gov/oes/2019/may/oes350000.htm. 

7 �Johnson, S.K. et al. (January 2018). Sexual Harassment Is Pervasive in 
the Restaurant Industry. Here’s What Needs to Change. Harvard Busi-
ness Review. https://hbr.org/2018/01/sexual-harassment-is-pervasive-
in-the-restaurant-industry-heres-what-needs-to-change. 

8 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (May 2019). Occupational Employment 
and Wages - Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations (Ma-
jor). Occupational Employment and Wages Statistics. https://www.bls.
gov/oes/2019/may/oes350000.htm. 

9 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2019) Household Data Annual Aver-
ages - Table 16. Employed persons in nonagricultural industries by sex 
and class of worker. Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population 
Survey. https://www.bls.gov/cps/aa2019/cpsaat16.htm. 

10 �Kevin, S. D. et al. (October 2019). “Projections overview and high-
lights, 2018–28.” Monthly Labor Review. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics. https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2019.21.

11 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (April 2020). Characteristics of mini-
mum wage workers, 2019. BLS Reports - Report No. 1085. https://www.
bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2019/home.htm. 

12 �One Fair Wage calculation based on the American Community Survey 
(2015-2019) in Steven Ruggles, Sarah Flood, Sophia Foster, Ronald 
Goeken, Jose Pacas, Megan Schouweiler and Matthew Sobek. IPUMS 
USA: Version 11.0 [dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS, 2021. https://doi.
org/10.18128/D010.V11.0. Customarily tipped occupations include Bag-
gage porters, bellhops, and concierges; Barbers; Bartenders; Count-
er Attendants, Cafeteria, Food Concession, and coffee shop; Dining 
room and cafeteria attendants and bartender helpers; Food servers, 
nonrestaurant; Gambling service workers; Hairdressers, hairstylists, 
and cosmetologists; Hosts and Hostesses, restaurant, lounge, and 
coffee shop; Massage therapists; Miscellaneous personal appearance 
workers; Parking attendants; Ushers, lobby attendants, and ticket tak-
ers; Waiters and Waitresses.  

13 �Schweitzer, J. (March 2021). Ending the Tipped Minimum Wage 
Will Reduce Poverty and Inequality. Center for American Prog-
ress. https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/poverty/re-
ports/2021/03/30/497673/ending-tipped-minimum-wage-will-re-
duce-poverty-inequality/. 

14 �Allegretto, S. et al. (July 2014). Twenty-Three Years and Still Waiting 
for Change: Why It’s Time to Give Tipped Workers the Regular Mini-
mum Wage. Economic Policy Institute. https://www.epi.org/publica-
tion/waiting-for-change-tipped-minimum-wage/. 

15 �One Fair Wage. (March 2021). The Tipping Point: How the Subminimum 
Wage Keeps Income Low and Harassment High. https://onefairwage.
site/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/OFW_TheTippingPoint_3-1.pdf. 

16 �ROC United. (October 2014). The Glass Floor: Sexual Harassment in 
the Restaurant Industry. New York, NY: ROC United. https://chap-
ters.rocunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/REPORT_The-
Glass-Floor-Sexual-Harassment-in-the-Restaurant-Industry2.pdf. 

17 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (April 2020). Characteristics of mini-
mum wage workers, 2019. BLS Reports - Report No. 1085. https://www.
bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2019/home.htm. 

18 �One Fair Wage analysis of the Current Population Survey Outgoing 
Rotation Group microdata U.S. Census Bureau CPS-ORG), (2017-2019). 
Analysis was done using Stata IC statistical software. Dataset was 
downloaded from the Center for Economic Policy Research center. 
Tipped positions include: food service managers, first line supervi-
sors, bartenders, counter attendants, waiters and waitresses, food 
servers, non-restaurant, bussers and barbacks, and hosts and hostess. 
We include front of house supervisors, managers and hosts because 
in many restaurants these positions do receive tips, even if extrale-
gally. Wage gap calculation assumes the same wage gap for a 50-year 
career based on 40-hour work week, 52 weeks per year.

19 �ROC United. (October 2015). Ending Jim Crow in America’s Restau-
rants: Racial and Gender Occupational Segregation in the Restaurant 
Industry. New York, NY: ROC United. https://chapters.rocunited.org/
publications/ending-jim-crow-in-americas-restaurants/. 

20 �Lynn, M. et al. (2008) Consumer Racial Discrimination in Tipping: A 
Replication and Extension. Cornell University, School of Hospitality 
Administration. https://www.wagehourlitigation.com/wp-content/
uploads/sites/215/2015/10/cornell.pdf. 

21 �Jane-Glynn, S. (May 2019). Breadwinning Mothers Continue To Be 
the U.S. Norm. Center for American Progress. https://www.ameri-
canprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2019/05/10/469739/bread-
winning-mothers-continue-u-s-norm/. 

22 �Institute for Women’s Policy Research. (April 2020). Breadwinner 
Mothers by Race/Ethnicity. Quick Figures. https://iwpr.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2020/05/QF-Breadwinner-Mothers-by-Race-FINAL-46.
pdf. 

23 �Evans-Ogden, L. (April 2019) Working moms face a ‘wall’ of bias - but 
there are ways to push back. Science Magazine. https://www.science-
mag.org/careers/2019/04/working-mothers-face-wall-bias-there-are-
ways-push-back. 

24 �Bright Horizons. (2018). Modern Family Index 2018. https://www.brigh-
thorizons.com/-/media/bh-new/newsroom/media-kit/mfi_2018_re-
port_final.ashx. 

25 �Covington, M et al. (December 2020). The “She-Cession” Persists, Es-
pecially for Women of Color. Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. On the 
Economy Blog. https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2020/
december/she-cession-persists-women-of-color. 

26 �Cerrato, J. et al. (August 2018) Gender Inequality in Household Chores 
and Work-Family Conflict. Frontiers in Psychology. Vol. 9. pp. 1330.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01330. 

27 �Kim, M. (September 2000). Women paid low wages: who they are and 
where they work. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Monthly Labor Re-
view. https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2000/09/art3full.pdf. 

28 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (January 2021). Employed persons 
by detailed occupation, sex, race, and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity. 
Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey. https://
www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm.

29 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (April 2020). Characteristics of mini-
mum wage workers, 2019. BLS Reports - Report No. 1085. https://www.
bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2019/home.htm. 

ENDNOTES



15

30 �ROC United. (July 2013). The Third Shift: Child Care Needs and Ac-
cess for Working Mothers in Restaurants. New York, NY: ROC United. 
https://chapters.rocunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/reports_
third-shift-final-mm.pdf. 

31 �Kludt, A. (November 2017). 28 Pie Charts That Show Female Repre-
sentation in Food. Eater. https://www.eater.com/2017/11/20/16595308/
female-women-representation-in-food. 

32 �Malik, R. (June 2019) Working Families Are Spending Big Money on 
Child Care. Center for American Progress. https://www.american-
progress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2019/06/20/471141/
working-families-spending-big-money-child-care/. 

33 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (February 2020). Job Openings and 
Labor Turnover - December 2019. Economic News Release. https://
www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/jolts_02112020.htm. 

34 �U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 2020) Job Openings and la-
bor Turnover - January 2020. Economic News Release. See Table 16 - 
Annual total separation rates by industry and region, not seasonally 
adjusted. https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/jolts_03172020.
htm#jolts_table16.f.1. 

35 �TDn2K. (March 2019). Restaurant Industry Planning Guide. https://
tdn2k.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Q4-Hub-booklet-
March2019.pdf. 

36 �Maurer, R. (December 2018). Why Are Workers Quitting Their Jobs 
in Record Numbers? Society for Human Resource Management 
(SHRM). Talent Acquisition. https://www.shrm.org/resourcesand-
tools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/workers-are-quitting-jobs-
record-numbers.aspx. 

37 �Wolfers, J. et al. (January 2015). Higher Wages for Low-Income Work-
ers Lead to Higher Productivity. Peterson Institute for Internation-
al Economics. Real-Time Economics Issues Watch. https://www.piie.
com/blogs/realtime-economic-issues-watch/higher-wages-low-in-
come-workers-lead-higher-productivity. 

38 �One Fair Wage. (April 2020). The Other NRA Exposed: The National 
Restaurant Association’s Duplicitous Lobbying, Perpetuation of Race 
and Gender Inequity, and Support for Insurrectionists. https://one-
fairwage.site/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/OFW_NRA_Exposed_1.
pdf. 

39 �Maze, J. (May 2020) The Pandemic Has Cost Restaurants 5.9 Million 
Jobs. Restaurant Business. https://www.restaurantbusinessonline.
com/financing/pandemic-has-cost-restaurants-59-million-jobs. 

40 �Ewing-Nelson, C. (January 2021). All of the Jobs Lost in December 
Were Women’s Jobs. National Women’s Law Center. Fact Sheet. 
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/December-Jobs-Day.
pdf. 

41 �Boesch, A et al. (February 2021). When Women Lose All the Jobs: Es-
sential Actions for a Gender-Equitable Recovery. Center for Amer-
ican Progress. https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/
reports/2021/02/01/495209/women-lose-jobs-essential-actions-gen-
der-equitable-recovery/. 

42 �One Fair Wage. (June 2020). Locked Out By Low Wages: New York 
Service Workers’ Challenges With Accessing Unemployment Insur-
ance During COVID-19. https://onefairwage.site//wp-content/up-
loads/2020/11/OFW_LockedOut_NY_2.pdf.

43 �Statistics provided are based on a non-representative sample from 
the One Fair Wage COVID-19 Tipped and Service Workers’ Emergency 
Relief Fund applicant pool of tipped service workers in various states, 
collected from March until March 2021. This data is not exhaustive. 
Data is based on responses to surveys that are administered to ap-
plicants. However, for ethical reasons completion of these surveys 
is not required for applicants to apply. 

44 �One Fair Wage. (June 2020). Locked Out By Low Wages: Service Work-
ers’ Challenges With Accessing Unemployment Insurance During 
COVID-19. https://onefairwage.site//wp-content/uploads/2020/11/
OFW_LockedOut_NY_2.pdf.

45 �Fisher KA, Tenforde MW, Feldstein LR, et al. Community and Close 
Contact Exposures Associated with COVID-19 Among Symptomat-
ic Adults ≥18 Years in 11 Outpatient Health Care Facilities — United 
States, July 2020. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2020;69:1258–1264. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6936a5. 

46 �One Fair Wage. (February 2021). Ending the Legacy of Slavery: How 
Biden’s COVID Relief Plan Cures the Racist Subminimum Wage. 
https://onefairwage.site/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OFW_End-
ingLegacyOfSlavery-2.pdf. 

47 �One Fair Wage. (December 2020) Take your mask off so I know how 
much to tip you: Service Workers’ Experience of Health & Harass-
ment During COVID-19. https://onefairwage.site/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/12/OFW_COVID_WorkerExp-1.pdf 

48 �Tucker, Jasmine et al. (April 2020). When Hard Work Is Not 
Enough: Women in Low-Paid Jobs. National Women’s Law Cen-
ter. https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/
uploads/2020/04/Women-in-Low-Paid-Jobs-report_pp04-FINAL-
4.2.pdf 

49 �McCary-Carino, M. (October 2020). Mothers overwhelmly supervise 
remote learning, poll finds. Marketplace. https://www.marketplace.
org/2020/10/15/mothers-overwhelmingly-supervise-remote-learn-
ing-poll-finds/. 

50 �One Fair Wage. (December 2020). Take off your mask so I know how 
much to tip you: Service Workers’ Experience of Health & Harass-
ment During COVID-19. https://onefairwage.site/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/12/OFW_COVID_WorkerExp-1.pdf.


