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On May 12, 2022, shareholders of Dine Brands, which owns Applebee’s and 
IHOP, will be asked to vote on a proposal to review ending the submini-
mum wage for their tipped employees. The proposal represents, based 

on a review of shareholder proposals, the first time known to the authors that 
shareholders of any publicly traded restaurant corporation being asked to review 
ending the subminimum wage for tipped workers. This is a direct reflection of the 
historic upheaval happening in the restaurant industry, with millions of workers 
refusing to work for subminimum wages, and thousands of restaurant companies, 
in New York and nationwide, raising wages to recruit staff. 

Even pre-pandemic, the subminimum wage for tipped workers was a vestige 
of slavery and source of poverty, racial inequity, and sexual harassment for a 
workforce of tipped workers in New York comprised in large majority of wom-

en, disproprtionately women of color 
working as servers and bartenders in 
casual restaurants across the state.1,2 
With the COVID-19 pandemic, all these 
problems were exacerbated. Workers 
reported that, during the pandemic, 
tips declined significantly, with a ma-
jority of women of color reporting 
that tips do not even bring them to 
the state minimum wage, and cus-
tomer hostility, health risks and sexual 
harassment significantly increased.3 
When they were asked to enforce 
COVID protocols on the same custom-
ers from whom they had to get tips to 

survive, workers left the industry en masse.4 Nearly one million restaurant work-
ers have left the industry since the pandemic started; 50 percent of New York 
restaurant workers who remain in the industry say they are leaving the industry, 
and 90 percent say the only thing that would make them stay is a full, livable wage 
with tips on top.5  In fact, New York has experienced the highest rate of restaurant 
worker exodus of any state in the United States. The New York State restaurant 
worker exodus rate is double that of the rest of the country. 
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In response, thousands of restaurants 
in New York and nationwide have raised 
wages to recruit staff.6 To date, New York 
State has not supported these restaurants 
or this trend — in fact, New York State has 
eliminated subminimum wages for all other 
workers except restaurant workers.7 And 
Dine Brands in general, and Applebee’s 
in particular, has responded in a similarly 
inequitable manner. Desperate to recruit 
staff, Applebee’s first response to the 
Great Resignation was denial; Applebee’s 
franchise executives were caught in April 

cheering that high gas prices could potentially push their lowest-wage workers 
back to work for poverty wages.8  When that response was greeted with national 
outrage, Applebee’s has finally followed thousands of independent restaurants by 
raising wages - but is doing so inequitably. This report describes how Applebee’s 
has ended the subminimum wage and raised wages for waitstaff in predominantly 
white communities of New York City, while maintaining this legacy of slavery in 
Black and Brown communities. 

Applebee’s clearly racist practice of putting a higher value on white clientele 
should be a clarion call to New York State and all states that unless they enact 
One Fair Wage through policy, equitably raising all tipped workers’ wages to the 
minimum wage that all other workers receive, these states are guilty of aiding and 
abetting discriminatory application of wage increases in response to the Great 
Resignation. 

Key Findings

1.  The Great Resignation has demonstrated that workers are demanding better 
working conditions and higher wages if they are to return to the industry, forc-
ing thousands of independent restaurants to end subminimum wages and raise 
wages in New York and nationwide.9 Although Dine Brands initially tried over the 
last several months to force workers back to the subminimum wage, these at-
tempts were unsuccessful, and even this major corporation has recently begun 
offering higher wages, although unevenly.10
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2.  Interviews with Applebee’s workers across New York City revealed that Ap-
plebee’s is offering servers $15-17 per hour before tips in the establishments 
serving Midtown Manhattan, where 52 percent of the local area is white, while 
offering servers just $10 before tips in the predominantly nonwhite communi-
ties of Harlem and in the Bronx, which are 65-97 percent of color.11

3.  Applebee’s discriminatory response to the Great Resignation is exacerbating 
race and gender wage gaps that already exist in the restaurant industry — and 
a racial wage gap that has grown wider since the pandemic. New York State is 
aiding and abetting Applebee’s racist response — and the exacerbation of in-
equities that worsened during the pandemic — by allowing these companies to 
continue to pay a subminimum wage only in communities of color. If New York 
State is committed to ending race and gender inequities, it must support in-
dependent restaurant owners who are ending subminimum wages and raising 
wages overall, by passing policy that will end the subminimum wage for tipped 
workers and create a level playing field for all workers and employers in the 
industry. 
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Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, tipped workers have reported that they 
are being forced to tolerate much more work, risk, hostility, and harass-
ment for far less compensation. A majority of workers have reported that 

their tips have declined significantly during the pandemic, even while their wages 
remained stagnant, largely due to a decline in sales.12 Half of all women and 58 per-
cent of women of color reported that their tips are too low to even allow them to 
earn the full minimum wage.13 Nearly 70 percent of all workers reported that their 
already lessened tips declined even further when they attempted to enforce COVID 
protocols such as mask, social distancing, and COVID vaccination card rules and 83 

percent of Black workers reported that they received 
less in tips when attempting to enforce these rules.14

While tips declined, workers reported that cus-
tomer hostility and sexual harassment increased. 
Even pre-pandemic, 73 percent of women in the 
restaurant industry reported that they experience 
or witness sexual harassment on a regular basis.15 
With the pandemic, 50 percent of women reported 
that sexual harassment increased, with thousands of 
women reporting that they were regularly asked to 
remove their masks so customers could judge their 
looks and their tips on that basis.16 The combination 
of decreased tips and increased hostility and harass-
ment has driven nearly a million workers from the 
industry as of April 2022. In New York, 50 percent of 
all restaurant workers,17 57 percent of women, and 63 
percent of women of color have indicated they are ac-

tively considering leaving the industry because they witnessed instances of sexual 
harassment or were victims of harassment themselves.18

In response to workers leaving the industry en masse, thousands of restaurants 
and at least 500 in New York State19 have reevaluated their position and adopted 
One Fair Wage — a full, livable wage with tips on top. At the start of the Great 
Resignation, Dine Brands refused to raise wages, instead insisting that if their 
employees wanted to return to their jobs, they would have to work for the same 
unlivable wages that drove them out of the industry in the first place.20 When this 

2 |  THE GREAT WORKER REVOLT



5

refusal to raise wages resulted in an ongoing staffing crisis for the company, Dine 
Brands next attempted to find ways to force workers back to work for submini-
mum wages. In reference to rising inflation and gas prices, Applebee’s franchise 
executive Wayne Pankratz wrote in leaked email, “the advantage this has for us 
is that it will increase application flow and has the potential to lower our average 
wage.” He continues, “most of our employee base and potential employee base 
live paycheck to paycheck… that means more hours employees will need to work 
to maintain their current level of living.”21 This leaked memo was met with national 
outrage,22 and in late April 2022, Dine Brands shareholders were presented with a 
shareholder proposal to review ending the subminimum wage for tipped workers 
in order to address the staffing crisis.
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One Fair Wage visited Applebee’s locations across New York City through-
out April 2022 and asked staff about their working conditions. Workers 
reported that the company pays servers $15 - $17 per hour with tips on top 

at their two Midtown Manhattan locations. The racial demographics of the area 
show it to be 52 percent white.23 One Fair Wage also found in the predominantly 
nonwhite communities of Harlem and the Bronx (65-97 percent nonwhite)24 Ap-
plebee’s servers were being paid $10 an hour with tips on top — the New York State 

subminimum wage for the region. Further inquiry found 
similar wage practices of paying $10 per hour in other 
locations in neighborhoods with majorities of color in 
Brooklyn. By comparison, the living wage for this area is 
over $25.25 These area establishments are all owned by a 
single Applebee’s franchise operator, Apple Metro, Inc. 
(AMI). 

Apple Metro, Inc. (AMI) is the exclusive New York City 
Metropolitan Area Applebee’s franchisee. The company, 
based in Harrison, NY owns and operates every single 
Applebee’s restaurant in the five boroughs and Westch-
ester and Rockland counties.26 Between these thirty-one 
locations, AMI employs over 3,000 workers.27 Speaking 
about the differences between various locations across 
the metro New York area, Zane Tankel, the CEO of AMI, 

said, “In Mount Kisco in Westchester, there is a different customer or guest for us 
than in Bed Stuy in Brooklyn. The core of the menu is the same but the people are 
different because we hire from the community.”28

3 |  APPLEBEE’S RESPONDS TO GREAT 
RESIGNATION WITH RACISM
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The pay differentials between restaurant workers in neighborhoods that are 
predominantly white and workers in neighborhoods that are predominantly 
people of color perpetuate pre-existing racial inequities within the restau-

rant industry. In an industry that is overwhelmingly women and disproportionately 
women of color, the pay gap between Black women and white men increased in 

2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic, by 36 percent, to 
$5.68 per hour.29 This hourly wage gap equals an annual 
wage difference of $11,814.40 for workers who work 40 
hours per week.30

This race and gender wage gap has existed since the 
subminimum wage was created after Emancipation, and 
can be traced both to implicit bias from customers and 
racial segregation by employers of workers of color and 
women of color into lower-tipping positions and indus-
try segments. Research has shown that people of color in 
serving occupations receive less in tips than their white 
male counterparts even when the exact same service is 

rendered to the customer.31 This implicit bias by customers is coupled with racial 
segregation within the restaurant industry, in which fine dining establishments, 
which tend to offer higher wages and tips, disproportionately hire white workers, 
and people of color and women of color, in particular, are segregated into casual 
restaurants in which tips tend to be lower.32 As worker testimony has demonstrated, 
within casual restaurants like Applebee’s, wage disparities between white communi-
ties and communities of color persist and expand existing racial wage gaps.

These disparities have also been heightened by the pandemic, which has left 
Black workers feeling the negative effects of the pandemic on their work at above-
average rates. For instance, 88 percent of Black workers have said their tips have 
decreased since the start of the pandemic and 72 percent reported their tips 
declined by 50 percent or more. This is compared to 78 percent of all workers 
reporting a decline in tips, and 68 percent reporting a decline of 50 percent or 
more.33 It is no surprise that Black front-of-house workers have left the industry 
at a higher rate than their white counterparts.34

4 |  APPLEBEE’S PRACTICES ARE 
EXACERBATING RACIAL INEQUITIES 
PERPETUATED BY NEW YORK STATE’S 
SUBMINIMUM WAGE LAW
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Eight out of the ten lowest-paid positions are within the restaurant industry, 
and all but one of those positions are tipped positions.35 Workers in these 
positions are disproportionately people of color and women of color, who 

are afforded little financial security when paychecks are inconsistent week to week 
and dictated by customers’ tips.36 In the last year of the pandemic, restaurant work-
ers have been refusing to work for subminimum wages. They are now demanding 
that the economic instability, sexual harassment, and racial inequities inherent 
to subminimum wages be addressed. Workers are demanding that restaurants 

start by paying One Fair Wage — a full minimum wage with tips on 
top — and restaurants have taken notice. OFW has identified over 
500 restaurants in New York State advertising wages above their 
local minimum wages and business growth in the state has shown 
that this is possible.37

Dine Brands Global and its franchisees have a responsibility to 
end racist wage practices within their establishments, yet it is clear 
they will not do so unless compelled by New York State. The com-
pany’s inequitable wage practices show the company values only 
offering these raises to workers in white communities — and that 
they are being allowed to engage in this discriminatory behavior 
by New York State. Without raising wages across the board at all 

locations, Dine Brands and New York State will only succeed in perpetuating the 
same problems that have led to nearly a million workers leaving the industry and 
millions more saying they are ready to if their working conditions do not change. It 
is also a reminder that the State of New York must act and eliminate the submini-
mum wage once and for all — or remain guilty of aiding and abetting racial inequity.

Applebee’s has chosen not to reject these racist practices, but New York can. 
Rather than leave the choice up to companies like Applebee’s, states and their 
elected officials — especially New York State’s governor and legislature — have the 
power to end this through policy. New York must help get all workers back to work 
by passing One Fair Wage, a uniform policy for all workers in all neighborhoods. A 
full minimum wage with tips on top can provide a path forward to close the race 
and gender wage gap, deliver financial security to precarious workers, and reduce 
workers’ reliance on the customer tips that so often subject them to racial inequi-
ties and sexist harassment. 

5 | CONCLUSION
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Organizers at One Fair Wage (OFW) traveled to multiple Applebee’s loca-
tions across the Bronx, Midtown Manhattan, Harlem, and Brooklyn, to 
interview workers about their experiences and wages at Applebee’s over 

a two-week period in April, 2022. Interviewees shared information regarding hourly 
wages of front of house and back of house employees, average nightly earnings, 
and working conditions.

To determine demographic characteristics of New York City neighborhoods, 
OFW analyzed data from the 2020 decennial census. In order to isolate the area in 
which a given Applebee’s was located, OFW used neighborhood tabulation areas’ 
designation in order to obtain an accurate representation of the given community. 
A record of the race and ethnicity variables was used to determine the demo-
graphic makeup of the given neighborhood.

METHODOLOGY
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