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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T

he restaurant industry was one of the largest and fastest growing
industries prior to the pandemic, employing 13.6 million workers,
a quarter of whom were Latinx and earning some of the lowest
wages in the country.1 Wages in the restaurant industry have

not kept pace with its recent growth, especially for women of color.2 The
pandemic has only worsened the economic security of this workforce.
Latinas have been hit particularly hard, with high rates of unemployment
and a persistent wage gap between them and their white male counterparts.3 This brief examines the wage gap between Latina and white male
tipped workers and documents the impact of the pandemic on earnings of
Latinx women.

KEY FINDINGS
1. Nationwide, Latina tipped workers earn $4.77 less than their white non-Latinx
male counterparts. While wages have increased for restaurant workers in all
states, the race gender gap persists and is wider between Latina and white
tipped workers in the industry. On average, the wage gap between Latina and
white male tipped workers has increased by 16% in the past five years.
2. The wage gap between Latina restaurant workers and their white male counterparts is highest in states with subminimum wages. The wage gap between Latina
tipped workers and white men tipped workers is 6% higher in states that pay a
$2.13 subminimum wage than states that pay One Fair Wage — a full minimum
wage with tips on top.
3. Throughout the pandemic, Latinx women in the service sector were significantly
more likely to report that their tips had declined than white male tipped workers.
Nearly 90% (89%) of Latina service workers report that their tips declined during
the pandemic, compared to 86% of white male service workers. Two-thirds (66%)
of Latina service workers reported that their tips declined by half or more, compared to 53% of white men service workers.
4. Latinas reported 14% higher rates of hostility and harassment for enforcing
COVID-19 safety measures than white men.
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TABLE 1

Wage Gaps for White Men and Latina Women
Front-of-House Tipped Restaurant Workers

LATINA WOMEN WHITE MEN
			

LATINA-WHITE MALE
WAGE GAP

All States

$14.51

$19.28

$4.77

One Fair Wage States

$15.92

$20.90

$4.97

$2.13 Subminimum Wage States

$13.94

$18.29

$5.25

Source: One Fair Wage analysis of average wages by race and gender using 2016-2020 Economic
Policy Institute. Current Population Survey Extracts, Version 1.0.22, https://microdata.epi.org

TABLE 2

Customer Harassment and Impact on Tipping
ALL SERVICE
WORKERS

LATINA SERVICE
WHITE MEN
WORKERS
SERVICE WORKERS

Report that tips have decreased
since COVID-19

88%

89%

86%

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

66%

66%

53%

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

78%

76%

77%

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

46%

46%

40%

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

62%

66%

63%

Source: One Fair Wage Survey data collected from 10/20-5/21
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THE PAY GAP FOR LATINA WOMEN
IN THE RESTAURANT INDUSTRY

H

istorically, Latinx workers have faced higher unemployment rates and
lower wages than their white non-Latinx counterparts. In 2019, the unemployment rate for Latinx workers was 4.3%, while it was 3% for white
non-Latinx workers. In addition to disproportionate unemployment

levels, Latina workers are paid 58 cents on the white male dollar.4 In recent years,
Latinas have entered the workforce in record numbers, yet they continue to receive some of the lowest wages among women. Because of the
concentration of Latinas in low-wage service sector jobs, they are
more likely to experience economic security and lack of access to
workplace benefits such as health insurance or paid sick leave. This
is particularly challenging for those employed as tipped workers,
who still earn a subminimum wage in 43 states. Latinas are disproportionately represented in this workforce, making up 12% of
tipped workers, compared to only 8% of Latina women in the total
US workforce.5
Nationwide, Latina tipped workers earn $4.77 an hour less than
their white male counterparts. This wage gap is even higher in
states with subminimum wage of $2.13, where Latinas earn $5.25
less than white men despite gradual increases in the average wage
overtime. Both Black and Latina women contend with a persistent gender, race,
class, and migration status bias that tie them to the service industry and isolate
them into the lowest paid jobs. The industry’s race-gender pay gap exists because
workers of color are concentrated in casual restaurants, where tips are far less
than those earned in fine dining restaurants, and because of implicit bias among
customers who give lower tips to women of color though they occupy the same
roles as their white male counterparts and provide similar service.6 Stereotypes
depicting Latinas as overly domestic and unambitious about their careers lead
some employers to think these women do not expect to earn good pay.7 In reality,
women who must make ends meet for their families, especially as single heads of
households, have traditionally accepted jobs with low pay and limited benefits to
support their children. Because of this vulnerability, Latina women are the least
likely group of workers to have access to benefits such as paid sick leave or maintain economic security in general.8 A severe lack of work benefits and consideration
3

of family needs on behalf of employers, the nature of restaurant industry work, and
a persistent and widespread wage gap have only exacerbated financial instability
for Latinx women during the pandemic.
Wage Gaps for White Men and Latina Women
Front-of-House Tipped Restaurant Workers

TABLE 3

LATINA WOMEN WHITE MEN
			

LATINA-WHITE MALE
WAGE GAP

All States

$14.51

$19.28

$4.77

One Fair Wage States

$15.92

$20.90

$4.97

$2.13 Subminimum Wage States

$13.94

$18.29

$5.25

Source: One Fair Wage analysis of average wages by race and gender using 2016-2020 Economic
Policy Institute. Current Population Survey Extracts, Version 1.0.22, https://microdata.epi.org

PANDEMIC IMPACT ON THE PAY GAP
FOR LATINA WOMEN

O

verall, Latinx women are three times more likely to be the breadwinners
as single heads of households than non-Latinx workers. Roughly half
of Latinx mothers are the primary or sole source of income for their
families.9 In the restaurant industry, 44% of Latina women have chil-

dren, compared to a third of all restaurant workers.10 For these women, balancing
family responsibilities such as childcare needs and online learning with the need to
earn sufficient income is especially challenging in the COVID era.11 This overwhelming burden is made worse by the fact that 89% of Latina service workers reported
that their tips had declined during the pandemic, compared to 86% of white men
service workers. Two-thirds (66%) of Latina service workers said their tips declined
by half or more, compared to 53% of white men who reported the same.
Where it concerns workers’ safety, restaurant workers have found it difficult to
ask customers to comply with COVID-19 guidelines during the pandemic. When
surveyed, 66% of Latinx women working in restaurants were reluctant to enforce
COVID-19 protocols upon customers out of fear that the same customers would
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leave them a lower tip and thus deny them a livable wage. More than three quarters (76%)
of Latinx women reported experiencing or witnessing hostile behavior from customers
in response to staff enforcing COVID-19 safety protocols, and nearly half (46%) of Latina
women reported experiencing or witnessing this behavior on a weekly basis compared to
40% of white men service workers reporting the same.12 As they suffered a 23% decline in
employment during the onset of the pandemic, many Latinx women could not risk losing
their livelihoods by reacting to these customers.13
All of these conditions have pushed restaurant workers to leave the industry en masse, but
Latinx workers were more likely to report that low wages and tips were the reason for their
departure. In spite of the risks of unemployment, 54% of Latinx women surveyed reported
that they are considering leaving their jobs since the COVID-19 outbreak. More than three
quarters of Latinx women in the service sector (78%) cited low wages and tips as the primary
factor driving their decision to leave the industry, compared to only 67% of white men.14
COVID-19 related issues, along with pre-existing conditions such as overrepresentation
in low wage work, workplace discrimination, and inability to fulfill family needs, are leading
more Latinx women to consider walking away from the restaurant industry for good. Unless
policies are enacted to close the wage gap, Latinx women will remain overburdened by poor
workplace compensation and the inability to support their families and communities.
TABLE 4

Customer Harassment and Impact on Tipping
ALL SERVICE
WORKERS

LATINA SERVICE
WHITE MEN
WORKERS
SERVICE WORKERS

Report that tips have decreased
since COVID-19

88%

89%

86%

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

66%

66%

53%

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

78%

76%

77%

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

46%

46%

40%

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

62%

66%

63%

Source: One Fair Wage Survey data collected from 10/20-5/21

5

CONCLUSION

F

or many years, Latina women have been vital to restaurants, despite
being relegated to the lowest paying occupations within the industry. The persistence of the subminimum wage has exacerbated this
condition for many Latinx women, who endure disproportionate
job losses, diminishing tips, elevated levels of hostility from customers
compared to their white male counterparts, and
currently earn nearly $5 less than white men performing the same jobs.
If consumers want the restaurant industry to return
to its prior scale, which includes thousands of Latina
service workers who contribute to the industry’s
diversity and efficiency, the nation must raise the
minimum wage and end the subminimum wage for
tipped workers.
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