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Executive Summary

I

n February 1963, a 24-year-old white man named William Deveraux Zantzinger, a member of a wealthy
tobacco farming family, ordered a drink at a hotel bar in Baltimore. Zatzinger had, by his own account,
“been smacking — tapping — waitresses on the tail and they didn’t say a thing. I was just playing.”
Others report he was using racial epithets and physically assaulting staff. When Hattie Carroll — a
51-year-old Black grandmother who worked as a server — reportedly didn’t bring Zantzinger’s drink fast
enough, Zantzinger beat her with a cane. Hattie Carroll died eight hours later. Zantzinger was eventually
sentenced to six months in prison, though he was allowed to put off his sentence for two months to supervise
the family crop haul.1
In 1963, the wage for tipped workers like Hattie was $0 an hour, making her completely reliant on Zantinger’s
tips and therefore giving him enormous power over her.2 Today, nearly 60 years later, the federal minimum
wage for tipped workers is just $2.13 an hour — a $2 increase — and a mostly women, disproportionately
women of color tipped workforce still faces the highest levels of harassment of any industry because they must
tolerate inappropriate customer behavior to earn nearly all of their income in tips. This situation has only
worsened during the pandemic.3,4,5 But the subminimum wage for tipped workers, which caused extreme
suffering for Hattie and the tens of millions of women like her over the last
150 years, might finally come to an end if Congress enacts the entirety of the
minimum wage policy in Biden’s new $1.9 trillion COVID relief package.6,7
Black workers have experienced unequal economic outcomes throughout
U.S. history, in times of both crisis and prosperity.Today, women and people of
color, particularly African Americans, are most likely to have lost their jobs due
to the pandemic, live in poverty, and know someone who has died from the
virus.8 In the restaurant industry, this inequity is tied to a history of structural
racism, particularly the origins of the subminimum wage for tipped workers which is a direct legacy of slavery. While Black workers across industries
suffered some of the highest rates in unemployment during the pandemic;
outcomes are substantially worse for Black tipped food service workers.
This report sheds light on the disparities specific to Black tipped restaurant workers during the pandemic and connects them to the long
history devaluing Black labor in the restaurant and hospitality industry.
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KEY FINDINGS
•P
 rior to the pandemic, Black tipped service workers earned less, including tips, than their white
counterparts. Prior to the pandemic, Black tipped service workers were far more likely than other racial
groups to report that their average hourly wage including tips was less than $15 (60% v 43%). Black tipped
service workers were also more likely to report that their average hourly wage including tips was less than
$10 compared to all other workers surveyed (20% v 13%).
• With the pandemic, Black tipped workers faced higher rates of community exposure to
COVID-19 than other workers - making them more vulnerable to exposure at work. Black tipped
service workers were more likely to report knowing someone that was infected and died from COVID-19
or COVID-related complications compared to food service workers of all races (66% v 59%).9
•B
 lack tipped workers were less able to access unemployment insurance than workers of all
races. In the wake of massive COVID-spurred job losses, two thirds of all tipped workers surveyed reported
facing challenges accessing unemployment insurance; 72% of Black workers reported the same.10
•B
 lack tipped service workers who returned to work in restaurants during the pandemic experienced a far greater decline in tips, and more punishment for trying to enforce social distancing
and mask rules in the form of lesser tips, than other workers. With no safety net, millions of workers
felt compelled to return to work, but found they were asked to do more work for far less in tips. Since the
pandemic, Black tipped workers were far more likely to report their tips had decreased by half or greater
compared to workers overall (88% v 78%)11 — confirming that the racial bias that existed in tipping prior to
the pandemic was exacerbated during the pandemic. Black workers were also far more likely to report their
tips had decreased due to enforcing COVID-19 safety measures than workers in general — in other words,
Black workers were penalized far more than other workers for trying to enforce social distancing and mask
rules (73% v 62%) — making it more challenging for them to enforce these rules and thus further exposing
themselves and the public to the virus.12
• At least in part as a result of this relatively greater decline in tips and customer hostility toward Black workers attempting to enforce public health protocols, Black food service workers
experienced the greatest decline in wages from prior to the pandemic to the pandemic period
of all racial groups, while White workers’ wages increased. In particular, while White and Latinx
food service workers’ median earnings increased slightly from 2019 to 2020, Black and Asian workers’ wages
declined, with Black men and women experiencing the greatest decreases in wages of all racial groups since
before the pandemic — 3.9% and 3.1% respectively.13
•B
 lack workers reported experiencing slightly higher levels of customer hostility for enforcing
social distancing and mask rules than the general worker population, though all workers reported a very high level of hostility to enforcing health protocols. Black workers, like other workers,
also reported an increase in sexual harassment during the pandemic, especially #Maskual Harassment —
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the widespread phenomenon of male customers asking women to remove their masks to judge their looks
and their tips on that basis. More than 8 in 10 workers (84%) reported experiencing customer hostility to
enforcing public health protocols, and slightly more — 86% — of Black workers reported an increase in
customer hostility. Over 40% of all workers reported an increase in sexual harassment in restaurants during
the pandemic, especially #MaskualHarassment, and several Black workers reported increased racial harassment as well.
•R
 equiring all workers to be paid a full minimum wage with tips on top, rather than having to
rely on tips for a majority of their wage, reduces inequality between Black women and White
men tipped workers. In the seven states that have One Fair Wage for all workers, the race-gender pay gap
between Black women and White men tipped workers is 35% less than the race-gender pay gap in the 43
states with a subminimum wage for tipped workers.14 Wages are higher, poverty rates are lower, and sexual
harassment among all tipped workers, including Black tipped workers, is far less in these seven states as well. 15

Eliminating the subminimum wage for Black tipped
workers in particular is not only essential for increasing
their economic stability, but also for increasing equity,
health, and safety as well.
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I. Introduction

S

ince the beginning of 2020, COVID-19 has brought unprecedented attention to existing inequalities
in the United States, including the paradoxes of being classified as an “essential worker.”Today, women and people of color, particularly African Americans, are most likely to have lost their jobs due to
the pandemic, live in poverty, and know someone who has died from the virus.16

Black people are disproportionately represented in the tipped service sector, the largest share of which comes
from the restaurant industry. Before the pandemic, the restaurant industry was one of the largest and fastest-growing industries, with 13.6 million restaurant workers and 6 million tipped workers nationwide.17 Even
prior to the pandemic, 8 out of 10 of the lowest paying jobs fell within the restaurant industry, 7 of which
were tipped positions. Post-pandemic, restaurants claim the highest employment losses compared to all other
industries.18 As COVID-19 forced the closure of thousands of restaurants nationwide, as well as other tipped
personal service occupations such as nail salon, car wash, airport, and parking attendants, and tipped gig workers,
the tipped workforce plummeted even deeper into poverty and financial insecurity.19
These workers’ low pay is a result of the subminimum wage for tipped workers, a legacy of slavery that
emerged during the era following Emancipation to exploit recently freed people, particularly Black women.20 Tipping originated in Europe as an extra or bonus on top of a wage and was passed down through
wealthy travelers to America. In the U.S., tipping was initially a controversial practice, but gradually became
widespread amongst employers as a means to avoid paying workers a livable wage.21 This was especially true
for the railroad and hospitality industries, which were the largest employers of African Americans at a time
when they were restricted from most jobs aside from field labor.22
This legacy of white supremacy and undervaluing Black workers
continues today.
Today, in 43 states across the country, tipped workers are still subject to a subminimum wage by law held at only $2.13 at the
federal level, and $5 or less in 7 out of 10 states.23 Even with tips,
tipped restaurant workers are twice as likely to live in poverty and
rely on food stamps as the general workforce.24 Tipped workers
in these states also suffer from twice the rate of sexual harassment
compared to the seven states that offer a full wage with tips on
top.25
Today, restaurant workers of color experience poverty at more
than twice the rate of white restaurant workers, indicating that
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the racial inequality at the historical root of the subminimum wage has lasting impacts on inequities faced by
tipped workers of color today.26
This report is based on secondary sources, government data, and surveys of over 1500 food service workers
conducted online and over the telephone from October 20, 2020 to January 21, 2021 in four states — Michigan, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania — plus Washington, DC.We emailed surveys to the over 40,000
applicants to the One Fair Wage Emergency Fund in these states on October 20, 2020 and collected responses
until January 2020, by which time 2,621 workers had already responded. Of those who responded, 1575 reported that they were currently employed, and were thus able to answer most of the questions. Another 100
survey responses were collected by telephone in these states.
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II. The Racialized History of Restaurant Workers
“For a group of freedmen the question of economic survival is the most pressing of all questions;
the problem as to how, under the circumstances of modern life, any group of people can earn a
decent living, so as to maintain their standard of life, is not always easy to answer.”27
—W.E.B. DuBois

African American waiters posing
before their tables, New York (1853)
Chicago History Museum/Getty Images.

P

rior to Emancipation, free Black restaurant workers in the South earned an actual wage from their
employer. The formation of American trade unions increased during this period. Black and white
workers shared an interest in trade union organization, but because trade unions organized by white
workers generally excluded African Americans, Black workers had to organize on their own.28 In
1853, Black waiters organized the first national restaurant strike. The strike was led by the Waiters Protective
Association (WPA) composed of Black waiters working at hotel restaurants in New York.Thousands of waiters
along the east coast walked out that spring demanding a higher wage and dignified treatment in their workplace. The strike had mixed success. Some employers raised their wages, but many others were simply fired,
replacing the waiters with women.
At Emancipation, despite the promises of Reconstruction after the Civil War, Black Americans were largely
relegated into low wage jobs that maintained the hierarchy of the formerly enslaved workforce.29 While Black
workers were barred from many occupations by racist discrimination, and sometimes by mob violence, there
were certain industries such as railroad companies, restaurants, and hotels, where large numbers of Black
workers were allowed to work.30 Companies in the North during this period explicitly targeted recently freed
Black workers with labor agents and inducements from the Black press.31 The Pullman Company became one
of the largest employers of Black workers in the early 1900s and is widely credited with solidifying tipping as
common practice for employers.32 Although tipping was widely controversial, with many states calling for it
to be banned altogether, the practice spread rapidly after Emancipation as employers in the hospitality sector
hired newly freed slaves with an expectation of servility to white patrons who would tip in lieu of wages.33
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Many employers held the racist belief that Black people were inherently
suited for service positions, a remnant of slavery. As one restaurant owner is
quoted stating, “Colored men are the best waiters by nature, and are peculiarly adapted to servitude.”34 This belief also justified suppressing the wages
of Black people and women at the time; the vast majority of these restaurant
jobs earned only tips from customers; some employers even charged workers
a fee to work in their positions.35 By 1880, 43% of all workers employed in
hotels and restaurants were African Americans, primarily men.36
Waiters’ labor was demanding and exhausting especially in large houses and
restaurants, where they typically worked 13-14 hour days. Their work included polishing silver, washing windows, serving food and dealing with
demoralizing white coworkers and customers. There were also strict hierarchies, especially in high-end hotels and restaurants, where most often white
head-waiters supervised the Black waiters and “waterboys.”37

“Postcards mostly dropped the theme of
incompetence, but images of sexualized
waitresses persisted for decades, as for
example on this postcard mailed in 1946.”
Jan Whitaker (1946)
Restaurant-ing Through History.

Over the same period that freed Black workers were entering the workforce,
so too were women. Restaurant owners had responded to strikes for higher
wages by waiters, who were mostly Black men, by replacing them with
women. However, Black women were largely excluded from these positions
and still largely provided food service in the home.38 Black women in food
service would work primarily in private homes as domestic servants until
the early 20th century.39 Black women who were able to work in restaurants
primarily found work in black-owned restaurants or those catering to an
all-Black clientele, earning significantly less than the upscale establishments

Waitresses standing in front of a
bar at the Laicos Club
in Montgomery, Alabama.
Jim Pepper (1965-68)
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reserved exclusively for whites. The few Black women that managed to retain their jobs in white-owned hotels and restaurants during this era were either relegated to the worst-paying jobs or reduced to the status of
“busgirl.” Employers also expected a great deal more “servility” from Black waitresses and waiters than white
workers even as they refused to promote them.40 Sexual harassment was also a common experience for all
women in the industry with employers pressuring waitresses for sexual favors and encouraging them to use
their sexuality to attract customers.41
In response to the depression of wages that occurred after Emancipation, with both freed Blacks and women
entering the workforce, waiters and waitresses of all races organized actions in Seattle, Chicago, San Francisco, Detroit, New York and many other cities demanding higher wages and respect.42 In response, restaurant
employers who had been fighting these actions formally established what is now known as the National
Restaurant Association (NRA).The NRA came together in 1919 responding to workers throughout the food
system demanding higher pay and the possibility of a unionized workforce. The major topic that unified all
43,000 members at the time and every decade after World War I was how to keep the workers’ wages down.43
By 1926, these industry lobbyists had successfully repealed bans against tipping, leaving tipped workers with
effectively no guaranteed wage from their employers.44
During the Great Depression, Black workers suffered more job loss than other workers.45 White workers, now
increasingly more willing to take any kind of job, began to replace Black workers for low wage jobs in the
service sector.46 Black workers that managed to find work typically worked long hours under poor conditions
for inadequate pay.47 When President Franklin Delano Roosevelt passed The New Deal, it explicitly excluded
millions of Black workers and was derided as the “Negro Repressive Act” by its many opponents.48 In 1938,
when Congress passed the first federal minimum wage law as part of the New Deal, the National Restaurant
Association was successful again in suppressing wages for tipped workers. The law allowed states to allow
employers to pay as little as $0 an hour for tipped workers, based on the argument that their minimum wage
could be obtained through tips.49 The minimum wage legislation in the New Deal ensured that Black food
service workers received no wage and instead obtained their income entirely through tips. It was not until
1966 that worker advocates were able to win a guaranteed base wage for all tipped workers to be paid by their
employers; however, they were guaranteed only 50% of the overall minimum wage.50

The National Restaurant
Association’s History of Racial
Segregation — and Change
Racial segregation in restaurants played a key role in the Civil Rights movement. The first sit-in
of the civil rights era was organized on February 1, 1960,51 when four Black students sat down
at a whites-only Woolworth’s lunch counter in downtown Greensboro, North Carolina. Sit-ins
continued across the South, often met with violent responses from white restaurant owners,
but the nation’s largest restaurant industry conglomerate — the National Restaurant Association — stayed out of it.52 The association had, by its own admission, not even discussed the
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sit-ins nor the larger issue of desegregation at all
until June 4, 1963, when President John F. Kennedy invited the head of the National Restaurant
Association along with a hundred or so restaurant owners and hospitality industry leaders to
the White House to discuss civil rights.53
The next day, the head of the National Restaurant Association, J.W. Putsch, wrote a letter to
his entire membership — which, then as now,
included most every restaurant owner in the
nation. “President Kennedy spoke very frankly
to us…. He discussed his concern about how

Student demonstrators James Bevel (left) and John
Lewis (right), stand inside the Krystal lunch counter at
204 Fifth Ave in downtown Nashville,Tennessee.
Photo by Jack Corn (1960),The Tennessean

deeply the conflicts were cutting into the fabric
of American life.” President Kennedy, Putsch wrote, “requested immediate action — within
seven days—where integration could be accomplished without serious difficulty.” And, Putsch
reported, “not a single business leader present expressed opposition to the President’s statement or proposals.”54 But to be clear, the National Restaurant Association didn’t lead on civil
rights. They had to be pushed.
This is the same Association that, three years later, would use its considerable power and
influence to carve out of the 1966 minimum wage law a special subminimum wage for tipped
workers, allowing a predominantly Black and brown workforce nationwide to be paid subminimum, subhuman wages.55 Over the next 50 years, although Congress ensured that the
minimum wage for tipped workers rose at a percentage of the overall minimum wage until
1980, it always remained just a fraction of the wage paid to the rest of the workforce. This
reality only worsened once the NRA began lobbying Congress in the late 1990s to freeze the
subminimum wage for tipped workers at $2.13 an hour forever. The NRA argued that if tipped
workers’ wages rose, they would lose the tips they depended on.56 This argument was proven false by states that did raise the tipped wage requiring workers to be paid a full minimum
wage with tips on top. However, the actions of the NRA succeeded in suppressing the basic
wages of tipped workers over the next few decades until today, disproportionately impacting
the lives of Black workers, women and workers of color.57 The NRA’s discordant policy shift
from moving to end racial segregation in 1960 to lobbying to maintain the subminimum wage
for tipped workers shows not only that the National Restaurant Association does not lead with
regard to racial equity, but also that it can be pushed to do so.58
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III. Prior to COVID

A

lthough the Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed Jim Crow segregation in public spaces, segregation is still very much at play in the lives of Black Americans. Throughout their employment
history, Black people have been deliberately restricted to undervalued occupations and have
consistently been relegated to the most onerous and lowest paid positions, creating a crisis for
these workers long before the COVID-19 pandemic.59
In the restaurant industry, government data reveals that Black food service workers just prior to the pandemic
received the lowest hourly wages, earning $8.87 hourly compared to the $9.52 all other workers.60 One Fair
Wage survey data corroborates this differential; 20% of Black tipped workers surveyed in 2020 reported that
their average hourly wage prior to the pandemic was less than $10 an hour, compared to 13% of all workers
overall.61

These pre-pandemic race wage differentials can be largely attributed to the segregation of Black workers into
lower-tipping segments of the restaurant industry, such as casual restaurants rather than fine dining. Even Black
workers who make it into fine dining sectors get tipped less by customers than their White counterparts.62
When restaurant owners and general managers were interviewed on racial and
gender-based segregation in the industry, most either viewed it as not a problem
or believed that people of color applicants lacked self-esteem or the necessary
TABLE 1
educational background and work ethic, or that they simply did not apply for
Prevalence of Black Workers
higher paying positions.63
in Subminimum Wage States

Black Workers as a Percentage
of Overall Workforce

4%

One Fair Wage States66

11% 	All states with
a subminimum wage67

15% 	All states that follow the
lowest possible federal
subminimum wage of $2.1368

Nationally, lower wages for Black restaurant workers are a result of not only
being overrepresented in lower-tipping industry segments and customer bias in
tipping, but also because states with the lowest minimum wage laws have a substantially higher proportion of Black restaurant workers.64 Subminimum wage
states such as Mississippi, Louisiana, and Georgia have the largest share of Black
workers; Black workers make up at least 30% of their total workforce. Whereas
One Fair Wage states such Oregon, Alaska, and Washington have a significantly
smaller share of Black workers; they only make up 3% or less of all workers.65
Today, Black workers are significantly overrepresented in states that have not
raised their minimum or subminimum wage.

Source: 2018 Adult Civilian Workers in all states by
selected demographics from Current Population
Survey, accessed 01/29/21, https://www.census.gov/
cps/data/cpstablecreator.html
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IV. COVID-19’s Impacts on
Black Restaurant Workers

RACIALIZED CONSEQUENCES
OF THE INITIAL SHUTDOWN
On March 16, 2020, One Fair Wage launched the One Fair Wage Emergency Fund for service workers in order to provide emergency cash relief
and resources to service workers across the country. Over 240,000 workers
applied to the fund and submitted surveys regarding their access to unemployment insurance and ability to feed their families and pay rent.

TABLE 2

Impact of COVID-19 Crisis
on Tipped Service Workers
Do not qualify or are unsure if they
qualify for unemployment insurance

66%
72%

All Applicants
Black Applicants

Unable or are unsure whether they can
pay their rent or mortgage

91%
95%

All Applicants
Black Applicants

Can only afford groceries
for 2 weeks or less

81%
85%

All Applicants
Black Applicants

Source: One Fair Wage Tipped Worker Survey Data
collected 10/20-1/21

Most restaurant workers (66%) surveyed report either not qualifying or being unsure if they qualified for unemployment insurance;
this number increases to 72% for Black workers. Government data
corroborates these findings.The overall US unemployment rate today stands
at 6.7%, yet reaches up to 9.9% for African Americans, with overall losses
heavily concentrated in the food services industry. Black women have suffered one of the highest job losses since the pandemic; their unemployment
rate stands at 8.4%.69 In the wake of massive job losses, even when Congress
greatly expanded the number of workers eligible for unemployment benefits, a smaller percentage of Black workers received these benefits compared
to their white counterparts.70 In the US, African Americans make up 20%
of all new unemployment insurance claims and represent one of the highest
increases in unemployment claims with an over 300% increase since the
virus. These claims were concentrated in the accommodation and food service sector, making up 12% of the total, the second being the healthcare and
social assistance sector (11%).71 Even when Black workers do obtain benefits, they often receive smaller payments than white workers since benefits
are determined by salary and are more likely to exhaust the standard pay
period because they tend to stay unemployed longer than their white counterparts.72 Given the prevalence of unemployment claim delays or outright
denials, many workers have forgone months of rent, run out of food and are
even turning to free school lunches to feed their families.
The vast majority of restaurant workers (91%) and slightly more
Black restaurant workers (95%) surveyed reported that they were
either unsure or unable to make rent and mortgage payments.
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TABLE 3

Restaurant Employee
Exposure to COVID-19
Has personally contracted COVID-19

21%
22%

All Respondents
Black Respondents

Knows someone who has contracted
COVID-19

95%
95%

All Respondents
Black Respondents

Of those who know someone infected,
percent who knows someone who has
died from COVID-19 or COVID-19
complications

59%
66%

All Respondents
Black Respondents

Source: One Fair Wage Tipped Worker Survey Data
collected 10/20-1/21

People of color on average, even prior to the pandemic, were more likely to
experience high housing cost burdens and housing instability due to years
of structural racism and discriminatory housing and lending practices. Most
Black and Latinx workers have not recovered their household wealth from
the Great Recession in 2008, when their communities were devastated by
foreclosures and steep depreciation in housing prices.73
Black restaurant workers were more likely to report that they personally contracted the virus (22%) and know someone who died
from it (66%); compared to 21% and 59%, respectively, for all racial
groups. This finding corroborates CDC reporting that African Americans
and Latinx individuals are about twice as likely to contract the virus and over
two times as likely to die from COVID-19 or COVID-19 related complications.74 In the U.S., race and ethnicity remain strong predictors of the overall
health of an individual; this is not only due to prevalence of underlying
health conditions, but also socioeconomic factors such as being more likely
to live in crowded apartments, reliance on public transportation, status as an
essential worker and many others.75 These health and economic disparities
faced by Black communities and other communities of color meant that
they were more vulnerable to exposure when they returned to work, which
they were often compelled to do given their comparatively higher lack of
access to unemployment insurance.

RACIALIZED EXPERIENCES UPON
RETURNING TO WORK
After not being able to access unemployment insurance at relatively higher
rates than other workers, many Black workers felt compelled to return to work
in restaurants before they felt safe doing so. When they returned, they were
asked to do more for less. Nearly 90% of Black workers reported that their tips
declined during the pandemic by 50% or more, compared to 78% of all respondents, exacerbating the race wage gap that existed prior to the pandemic.
The Center for Disease Control (CDC) reported in September 2020 that
adults are twice as likely to contract COVID-19 after eating in a restaurant.76 In these restaurants, workers have become the de facto public health
marshals, enforcing critical mask and social distancing protocols in one the
pandemic’s most dangerous spreading environments. Black workers were also
more likely to be retaliated against with lower tips due to enforcing COVID
safety measures; 76% of Black workers report that their tips have
decreased due to enforcing COVID-19 safety measures, whereas
a little over 60% (62%) of workers report this on average. In other
words, Black tipped workers, who already earned less in wages and tips than
12

TABLE 4

Customer Harassment and
Impact on Tipping
Report that tips have decreased since
COVID-19

96%
98%

All Workers
Black Workers

Report that tips have decreased since
COVID-19 by at least 50% or more

78%
88%

All Workers
Black Workers

Experienced or witnessed hostile behavior
from customers in response to staff
enforcing COVID-19 safety protocols

84%
86%

All Workers
Black Workers

Felt reluctant to enforce COVID-19 safety
protocols upon customers out of concern
that customer would tip less

58%
58%

All Workers
Black Workers

On a weekly basis has received a
decreased tip from a customer in
response to enforcing COVID-19 safety
protocols

62%
73%

All Workers
Black Workers

Source: One Fair Wage Tipped Worker Survey Data collected
10/20-1/21

their white counterparts prior to the pandemic due to customer bias,77 experienced an overall decline in tips during the pandemic, and then were more
likely to be penalized for trying to maintain safety protocols for themselves
and the public by earning even less in tips than their counterparts overall.
Since Black workers were already more vulnerable to the pandemic given
community health disparities, their tip penalty for attempting to enforce safety
protocols impacts both their economic outcomes and their health outcomes.
Survey data reporting that Black workers are receiving less in tips when they
attempt to enforce social distancing and mask rules reflects a larger phenomenon observed in surveys and interviews of increased customer harassment and
hostility during the pandemic. Over 8 in 10 (84%) of all workers reported that customer hostility in response to enforcing safety protocols
increased during the pandemic and slightly more — 86% — of Black
workers reported the same.
Several Black workers reported an overall increase in racialized comments
from customers during the pandemic. For example, Jaime Millner is a Black
tipped worker in New York who recounted an incident in which a customer
refused to wear a mask despite being repeatedly asked by service staff to do
so. One worker was forced to de-escalate the situation and the man eventually
left. Upon exit he yelled that the servers represented what was wrong with
America, and if he wanted to risk his life that was his choice. He expressly
stated that he would be voting for Trump come November.
This was not Jaime’s first encounter with coded racism and harassment on the
part of customers or management while working in the industry. She reports
seeing people fired over racist Yelp reviews left by customers. A few years ago,
she was actually referred to as a “mammy” by her southern manager, a racial
slur for Black women that harkens back to the era of slavery. She reported
the incident but was told that the company would not fire the manager. She
was given the choice to continue to work with him or move to another
restaurant.78
All tipped workers also reported an increase in sexual harassment during the
pandemic. Overall, 41% of workers reported an increase in sexual harassment
during the pandemic, with hundreds of women providing direct quotes from
male customers asking them to remove their masks to judge their looks and
therefore their tips on that basis.

Several Black workers reported the kinds of comments they received from customers:
“A guy said he would continue to stare at my ass, since he can’t see my face.”
Customers were asking for “sexual favors”
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“Customers have told me I’ve gotten thick in the right way throughout quarantine. They also tell
me I should take off my mask and to stop hiding my beautiful face.”
“Customers asked me to take off my mask at the table”
“Sometimes if you ask a customer to put on a mask or step away a little, they get angry and go out
their way to get closer to you or to touch you just to make you feel uncomfortable.”
A customer “called me a Muslim wife.”
“The statement has been made several times by patrons for me to remove my mask
so they can see my face. I do not allow it to affect me nor do I remove my mask.”

Government data regarding Black food service workers’ wage changes due to the pandemic corroborates and
describes the impact of their relatively greater decline in tips and increase in customer hostility to attempts to
enforce safety protocols. In particular, while White and Latinx food service workers’ median earnings increased
slightly from 2019 to 2020, Black and Asian workers’ wages declined, with Black men and women experiencing the greatest decreases in wages of all races since before the pandemic — 3.9% and 3.1% respectively. Black
food service workers’ wages did not increase or even stagnate — they declined, reflecting the endurance of
the legacy of slavery and historical racism from which wages in the food structure originate.

TABLE 5

Median weekly and hourly wages for Food Service Workers
			
2019

2020

Median usual
weekly earnings

Median usual
hourly wage

Median usual
weekly earnings

Median usual
hourly wage79

12-Month
% Change

533

9.51

542

9.68

1.85

Men

572

10.21

575

10.27

0.5

Women

493

8.80

509

9.09

3.2

Black/African
American

508

9.06

490

8.74

-3.5

Men

538

9.61

517

9.23

-3.9

Women

477

8.52

462

8.25

-3.1

Asian

595

10.63

582

10.39

-1.35

Men

624

11.14

614

10.96

-1.6

Women

538

9.61

532

9.5

-1.1

Latinx

525

9.38

552

9.86

5.25

Men

564

10.07

587

10.48

4.1

Women

486

8.68

517

9.23

6.4

White

Source: U.S. Bureau Labor Statistics, Weekly and hourly earnings data from the Current Population survey in Food
preparation and serving related occupations by characteristics, Accessed 01/27/21.
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V. Reducing the Race Wage Gap
by Enacting One Fair Wage

B

lack food service workers, specifically, are facing a clear crisis that has strong echoes of the past
treatment of Black labor — lower wages, greater responsibilities, and less protections.Today, Black
restaurant workers are unable to protect themselves or enforce safety protocols needed to protect
the public without economic retaliation from customers.This report shows that this vulnerability
and inability to protect themselves and others is due to their dependence on tips as the majority of their wage
and that this pattern has been true since emancipation.This challenge can easily be overcome. Seven states —
CA, OR, WA, NV, MT, MN, and AK — all require restaurants to pay
a full minimum wage with tips on top.
In January 2021, days before his inauguration, President Biden announced that his $1.9 trillion COVID relief package would include
a $15 minimum wage and a full phase-out of the subminimum wage
for tipped workers. The announcement reflects growing momentum
among workers, employers and legislators to end the subminimum
wage. Over a dozen other states have already introduced legislation
to eliminate the subminimum wage for tipped workers, and several
states — NY, DC, MI, ME, MA — have held hearings on the subject
or even advanced One Fair Wage legislation.The historic federal proposal would reduce the many of the inequities faced by Black workers
over the last 150 years.
In the seven states that require One Fair Wage — a full minimum
wage for tipped workers with tips on top — Black restaurant workers
earn $13.90 an hour, compared to $12.31 in the 43 other states with a subminimum wage. The race-gender
wage gap between Black women and White men restaurant workers is $3.53 in One Fair Wage states and
$4.78 in states with a subminimum wage for tipped workers.This means the Raise the Wage Act, which would
require paying workers a full minimum wage with tips on top, can reduce the race-gender wage gap in the
restaurant industry by more than one third (35%).80 Black tipped workers still earn less even in these states
compared to all other races; however, they are less likely to live in poverty and rely on food stamps due to the
higher, more stable base wage.81
Enacting One Fair Wage nationwide has become a COVID-19 crisis concern, both for service workers and
for public health. If restaurants are to reopen without significant new increases in the spread of COVID 19
and its variants, we must ensure that these workers are paid the full minimum wage and can thus enforce safety
protocols and reject dangerous and demeaning sexual harassment from customers.
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To help advance this policy, the consuming
public can take several steps:
1. Call on your state and federal legislators to enact One Fair Wage legislation now, by going to
www.onefairwage.com/take-action.
2. Support restaurants that are already moving to pay their workers a full minimum wage with
tips on top. These restaurants can be found at www.highroadrestaurants.org.
3. Encourage any restaurant you dine at or order from to transition to One Fair Wage, by asking
to speak with the manager or owner, telling them that you would feel more safe as a customer
if the workers were all paid the full minimum wage with tips on top, and asking them if you can
connect them with RAISE High Road Restaurants, at www.highroadresaturants.org.
After the last Great Depression, the New Deal attempted to stimulate the economy by providing relief to
millions, including establishing, for the first time, a federal minimum wage. However, in doing so New Deal
legislation codified structural racism, excluding tipped and other Black worker sectors from earning a minimum wage themselves. Now, 81 years later, as we face an economic depression of similar magnitude, Congress
— and, by extension, America — has the opportunity to right our wrong and create a New Deal for Racial
Equity that would simultaneously stimulate the economy and protect the public health.

16

Endnotes

1 Douglas, Martin. (January 2009). W.D. Zantzinger, Subject of
Dylan Song, Dies at 69. New York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2009/01/10/us/10zantzinger.html#:~:text=Zantzinger%20
was%20convicted%20in%20June,to%20six%20months%20in%20
prison.
2 One Fair Wage. (August 2020). A Persistent Legacy of Slavery:
Ending the Subminimum Wage for Tipped Workers as a Racial
Equity Measure. https://onefairwage.site//wp-content/
uploads/2020/11/OFW_LegacyOfSlavery_USA-1.pdf.
3 Allegretto, Sylvia et al. (July 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
#379. https://www.epi.org/publication/waiting-for-change-tippedminimum-wage/.
4 See note 2.
5 Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC United). (October
2014). The Glass Floor: Sexual Harassment in the Restaurant
Industry. Forward Together. https://chapters.rocunited.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/10/REPORT_The-Glass-Floor-SexualHarassment-in-the-Restaurant-Industry2.pdf.
6 Greenspan, Rachel E. (August 2019). ‘It’s the Legacy of Slavery’:
Here’s the Troubling History Behind Tipping Practices in the
U.S. Time Magazine. https://time.com/5404475/history-tippingamerican-restaurants-civil-war/.
7 U.S. White House. (January 2021). Fact Sheet: President Biden’s
New Executive Actions Deliver Economic Relief for American
Families and Businesses Amid the COVID-19 Crises. Briefing
Room: Statements and Releases. https://www.whitehouse.gov/
briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/01/22/fact-sheetpresident-bidens-new-executive-actions-deliver-economic-relieffor-american-families-and-businesses-amid-the-covid-19-crises/.
8 Gould, Elise et al. Black workers face two of the most lethal
preexisting conditions for coronavirus--racism and economic
inequality, Economic Policy Institute, June 2020, https://www.epi.
org/publication/black-workers-covid/.
9 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 January 2021. This
data is not exhaustive. Data is based on responses to surveys
that are administered to applicants. However, for ethical reasons
completion of these surveys is not required for applicants to apply.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 ROC United. (2018). Better Wages, Better Tips: Restaurants
Flourish with One Fair Wage. New York, NY: ROC United. https://
chapters.rocunited.org/publications/better-wages-better-tipsrestaurants-flourish-one-fair-wage/.

21 Segrave, Kerry. (1998). Tipping: An American Social History of
Gratuities. McFarland.
22 Jayaraman, Saru. (2016) Chapter 2: Casual and Family-Style
Restaurants. Forked. Oxford University Press.
23 U.S. Department of Labor. (January 2021). Minimum Wages for
Tipped Employees. Wage and Hour Division. https://www.dol.
gov/agencies/whd/state/minimum-wage/tipped.
24 Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC United), State of
Tipped Restaurant Workers 2019. New York, NY: ROC United.
25 See note 14.
26 See note 2.
27 DuBois, W.E.B. (1899). The Philadelphia Negro: a social study.
Schocken Books. https://search-alexanderstreet-com.libproxy.
newschool.edu/view/work/bibliographic_entity%7Cbibliographic_
details%7C4386943#page/1/mode/1/chapter/
bibliographic_entity%7Cdocument%7C4386944.
28 Cassidy, James Gilbert. (December 2017). African Americans and
the American Labor Movement. Federal Records and African
American History (Summer 1997, Vol. 29, No. 2). https://www.
archives.gov/publications/prologue/1997/summer/americanlabor-movement.html.
29 Foner, Philip S. et al.(1976). The Black Worker to 1896. Vol. 1.
Temple University Press. https://temple.manifoldapp.org/read/
the-black-worker-to-1869-volume-i/section/ce84e203-78d54038-bf8f-a1b9e80e6dd2.
30 Chay, Kenneth et al. (December 2013). Black Networks After
Emancipation: Evidence from Reconstruction and the Great
Migration. Brown University. https://aysps.gsu.edu/files/2016/09/
Chay_Munshi.pdf.
31 Marks, Carole. (1985). Black Workers and the Great Migration.
(Phylon, Vol. 46, No. 2, 148-161). https://www-jstor-org.libproxy.
newschool.edu/stable/274413?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_
contents.
32 See note 22.
33 Scott, William R. (1916). The Itching Point: A Study of the Habit of
Tipping in America. The Penn Publishing Company. Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.
34 Garb, Margaret. (2014). The Great Chicago Waiters’ Strike:
Producing Urban Space, Organizing Labor, Challenging
Racial Divides in 1890s Chicago. Sage Publications. https://
journals-sagepub-com.libproxy.newschool.edu/doi/
pdf/10.1177/0096144214536864.
35 See note 22.
36 ROC United. (October 2017). Our Tips Belong to Us: Overcoming
the National Restaurant Association’s Attempt to Steal Workers’
Tips, Perpetuate Sexual Harassment, and Maintain Racial
Exploitation. https://chapters.rocunited.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/10/OurTips_2017_W.pdf.
37 See note 34.

15 Ibid.

38 Ibid.

16 See note 8.

39 Cobble, Dorothy. (September 1991). Dishing it Out: Waitresses
and Their Unions in the Twentieth Century. University of Illinois
Press.

17 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (February 2019). Employment
Projections, 2016-2026.
18 Handwerker, Elizabeth W. et al. Employment recovery in the wake
of the COVID-19 pandemic, Monthly Labor Review, US Bureau
of Labor Statistics, December 2020, https://www.bls.gov/opub/
mlr/2020/article/employment-recovery.htm.
19 See note 2.

40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Wilk, Daniel Levinson. (December 2013). The historical precedent
for fast-food strikes. Aljazeera America. http://america.aljazeera.
com/opinions/2013/12/fast-food-historymcdonaldswaiters.html.

20 Ibid.

17

43 Romeo, Peter. (February 2019). How the National Restaurant
Association Came To Be. Restaurant Business. https://www.
restaurantbusinessonline.com/special-reports/how-nationalrestaurant-association-came-be#:~:text=Sixty%2Deight%20
restaurateurs%20from%20across,more%20than%20half%20a%20
million.
44 See note 34.
45 Calloway, Ernest Haya. (June 1934). A Labor Study (South),
Opportunity, 12. pp. 181-82, https://temple.manifoldapp.
org/read/the-black-worker-during-the-post-warprosperity-and-the-great-depression-1920-1936-volume-vi/
section/8347b9e8-0fba-4aa2-9d3e-f4d96dfeb055.
46 Klein, Christopher. (August 2018). Last Hired, First Fired: How the
Great Depression Affected African Americans. History. https://
www.history.com/news/last-hired-first-fired-how-the-greatdepression-affected-african-americans.
47 See note 45.
48 Amis, B.D. (October 1934). National Recovery Act in USA Means
Negro Repressive Act, The Crisis, 41.pp. 298-99,304, https://
temple.manifoldapp.org/read/the-black-worker-during-the-postwar-prosperity-and-the-great-depression-1920-1936-volume-vi/
section/25a3c292-6a35-426d-b8db-485e8f2f89ad#id_281.
49 See note 21.
50 Ibid.
51 History.com Editors. (January 2021). Greensboro Sit-In. History.
https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/the-greensborosit-in.
52 Evans, Rowland et al. (June 1963). JFK Using Moral Force to
End Discrimination. The North Adams Transcript (North Adams,
Massachusetts. Newspapers by Ancestry.com.
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 See note 22.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid.
58 History.com Editors. (January 2021). Greensboro Sit-In. History.
https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/the-greensborosit-in.
59 Women’s Fund of Greater Cincinnati. (October 2020). Analysis
of Black Women’s Historical Labor Trends & Systemic Barriers to
Economic Mobility. https://www.womensfundingnetwork.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Final_Hist_Black_Women__Report_
Design_reduced.pdf.
60 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Median usual weekly earnings in
Food preparation and serving related occupations. Weekly and
Hourly earnings data from Current Population Survey, 2020.
61 Statistics provided are based on a non-representative sample
from the One Fair Wage Fund applicant pool of tipped workers
in various states. This data is not exhaustive. Data is based
on responses to surveys that are administered to applicants.
However, for ethical reasons completion of these surveys is not
required for applicants to apply.
62 ROC United. (2015). Ending Jim Crow in America’s Restaurants:
Racial and Gender Occupational Segregation in the Restaurant
Industry. Food Labor Research Center at University of California,
Berkeley. https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2015/racialgender-occupational-segregation.pdf.
63 Ibid.
64 Wilson, Valerie. (2019). The Raise the Wage Act of 2019 would
give black workers a much needed boost in pay. Economic Policy
Institute. Economic Snapshot. https://www.epi.org/publication/
the-raise-the-wage-act-of-2019-would-give-black-workers-amuch-needed-boost-in-pay/.

65 Analysis of 2018 Adult Civilian Workers by state, race, and Hispanic
Origin from U.S. Census, Current Population Survey’s Social and
Economic Supplement (ASEC).
66 All states that require employers to pay tipped employees the full
state minimum wage.
67 All states with wages for tipped workers that are below the local
state minimum wage.
68 All states with the federal subminimum wage of $2.13 for tipped
workers.
69 Ewing-Nelson, Claire. (January 2021). All of the Jobs Lost in
December Were Women’s Jobs, National Women’s Law Center.
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/December-JobsDay.pdf.
70 Kofman, Ava et al. (August 2020). Black Workers Are More
Likely to Be Unemployed but Less Likely to Get Unemployment
Benefits. ProPublica. https://www.propublica.org/article/
black-workers-are-more-likely-to-be-unemployed-but-less-likelyto-get-unemployment-benefits.
71 US Department of Labor. Characteristics of Unemployment
Insurance Claimants - November 2020, Accessed 01/21/2021,
https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/content/chariu2020/2020Nov.
html.
72 Kofman, Ava et al. (August 2020). Black Workers Are More
Likely to Be Unemployed but Less Likely to Get Unemployment
Benefits. ProPublica. https://www.propublica.org/article/
black-workers-are-more-likely-to-be-unemployed-but-less-likelyto-get-unemployment-benefits.
73 Greene, Solomon et al. (May 2020). New Data Suggest COVID-19
is Widening Housing Disparities by Race and Income. Urban
Institute. https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/new-data-suggestcovid-19-widening-housing-disparities-race-and-income.
74 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (November 2020).
Hospitalization and Death by Race/Ethnicity. COVID-19. https://
www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/covid-data/investigationsdiscovery/hospitalization-death-by-race-ethnicity.html.
75 Oppel, Richard A. et al. (July 2020). The Fullest Look Yet at the
Racial Inequity of Coronavirus. New York Times. https://www.
nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/05/us/coronavirus-latinosafrican-americans-cdc-data.html.
76 Fisher, KA et al. Community and Close Contact Exposures
Associated with COVID-19 Among Symptomatic 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.
77 Lynn et al., (2008). Consumer Racial Discrimination in Tipping: A
Replication and Extension. Journal of Applied Social Psychology,
38(4), pp.1045–1060.
78 See note 2.
79 Calculation of U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Median usual
weekly earnings data from the Current Population Survey, Wage
and salary workers in Food preparation and serving related
occupations. Accessed 01/27/21.
80 One Fair Wage analysis of the Current Population Survey
Outgoing Rotation Group microdata U.S. Census Bureau CPSORG), (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 supervisors, 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 extralegally.
81 See note 14.

18

