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QUICK VERDICT

Verdict: the food-service sector is one of the planet's biggest first-formal-job engines —per
the National Restaurant Association (2025), 67% of Gen Z and 60% of millennials had their
first work experience in a restaurant— yet it turns that capacity to p/ace into capacity to
retain only when it closes two measurable gaps: the skills gap and informality. Placement
depends on job volume —the sector is the 2nd-largest U.S. private employer (NRA, 2025)
and supplies 8% of Colombia's jobs (ANDI, 2024)—; retention depends on contract
formality and competency certification. Where tips replace wages, turnover spikes: 18% of
waitstaff live in poverty in states with the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage (Economic Policy
Institute, 2024). Masterestaurant's reading: the market places; the method retains.

£ Masterestaurant Study / Sector Synthesis Expert synthesis - cited industry sources - 13 min read

- 2026-07-10

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS
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This analysis is an expert synthesis of real public data —National Restaurant Association, INEGI, ANDI, ILO,

Economic Policy Institute, FAO and World Bank— read through the lens of a local-economic-development
economist. It is not primary research with its own sample: we did not track a graduate panel or audit a base of N

restaurants. We assembled the strongest official 2024-2026 series on culinary employment, informality and the

skills gap and organized them into a scorecard comparable by segment (fast casual, full service, QSR x

operation size).

The contribution of Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant is qualitative: the consultant's reading of which

management decision each figure triggers. Diego's track record —more than 8,400 restaurants supported

across 43 countries over 20 years— is the author's authority context, never the source or sample of any figure.
Every number here is attributed to the external organization that publishes it, with its year.

For the multilateral-bank program officer, the MSME policymaker and the restaurant owner, the operational

question is the same in different language: how many of those we train reach a job, and how many stay twelve
months later? We translate that into SDG 8 (decent work) indicators, restaurant credit risk and monitoring and

evaluation (M&E).

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Weight as an employer

First job by generation

Job projection (U.S.)

Weight in tourism and national

jobs

Business fabric behind the
jobs
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CAPACITY TO PLACE
(INSERTION)

X  2nd-largest U.S. private
employer; supplies 8% of
Colombia's jobs (ANDI, 2024)

X Gen Z 67% and millennials
60% had their first job in
restaurants (NRA, 2025)

X =150,000 jobs/year 2024-
2032 to 16.9 million in 2032 (NRA,
2024)

X Restaurants and bars =
23.2% of Mexico's tourism
employment (INEGI, 2024)

X SMEs are 90% of firms and
70% of world employment (World
Bank, 2024)

CAPACITY TO RETAIN
(PERMANENCE)

v 57.8% of world employment is informal
(ILO, 2024): formality, not volume, sustains
retention

v 18% of waitstaff live in poverty on the
2.13 USD tipped wage (EPI, 2024): high
turnover

v 14.4% of waitstaff in poverty across 25
mid-tipped-wage states (EPI, 2024)

v"  Restaurant output: 55.9 of every 100
pesos in the sector (INEGI-Census, 2024):

thin margin, fragile jobs

v 50% of world GDP rides on those
SMEs (World Bank, 2024): retention =
MSME survival
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Finding 1 — Is placing the same as retaining? No:

one is done by the market, the other by management

Placing and retaining are different problems with different owners. Placing is a market function: the U.S. restau-
rant industry projects roughly 150,000 new jobs a year on average from 2024-2032, reaching 16.9 million by
2032 (National Restaurant Association, 2024), and where jobs exist, insertion happens almost by inertia.
Retaining, by contrast, is a pure management function: it demands a formal contract, a base wage and certified
competencies, not merely an open vacancy. The sector is already the second-largest private-sector employer in
the U.S. (National Restaurant Association, 2025), so absorption capacity is not the bottleneck. In my work with
operating teams | say it plainly: the error | see again and again is measuring success by how many entered,
when the number that moves EBITDA is how many remain at twelve months. Placing fills payroll; retaining
makes it profitable. Informality is the main destroyer of job permanence in this trade.

Finding 2 — Informality is the great destroyer of permanence

With 57.8% of global employment informal —more than one in two workers— according to the ILO (World
Employment and Social Outlook, May 2024), landing a job does not equal sustaining decent work in the SDG 8
sense. A worker with no contract, no social security and no wage floor turns over at the first friction: there is no
exit cost for them and no commitment from the employer. That is why a training program can report brilliant
placement figures and, six months later, watch half its graduates evaporate. The trap is accounting: informality
cheapens hiring today and makes retention more expensive tomorrow, because every replacement forces re-
training. Formalizing the tie —contract, base wage, social security— is the first retention lever, not a regulatory
luxury. The sector's margin is so thin that any financial leak is paid with jobs.

Finding 3 — The thin margin turns any food-cost leak into layoffs

According to INEGI's Economic Censuses (2024), the Mexican restaurant industry generates 55.9 of every 100
pesos of output as value added, with the rest going to inputs: on that tight margin, a food-cost or prime-cost slip
does not translate into lower profit, it translates into layoffs. Retention, then, depends on the financial health of
the small business, not on wellness rhetoric. SMEs number roughly 400 million worldwide, 90% of firms and
70% of employment (World Bank, 2024): they are the real employer, but also the most vulnerable. At
Masterestaurant | repeat it in every board meeting: control prime cost before freezing hiring. A venue bleeding
served cost cannot retain anyone, no matter how good its culture may be. The tip used as a wage substitute is a
direct predictor of turnover and working poverty. According to the Economic Policy Institute (2024), 18% of wait-
staff and bartenders live in poverty in states governed by the federal 2.13 USD tipped wage, more than double
the 7% among non-tipped workers.

Finding 4 — Why does the tip as a wage substitute predict turnover?

In the 25 states with an intermediate tipped wage —above 2.13 USD but below the full minimum— pover-
ty drops to 14.4%, still high.

The operational message is sharp: when a server's income depends on the customer's mood and the day's flow,
instability expels trained talent precisely when it starts to pay off. A decent base wage is not philanthropy; it is
the variable that separates a job landed from a job that lasts. Turnover avoided is money: every replacement
costs recruiting, training and weeks of lost productivity. The restaurant sector is one of the planet's largest first-
formal-job machines. According to the National Restaurant Association (2025), 67% of Generation Z and 60% of
millennials had their first work experience in a restaurant: it is the entry door to the formal market for entire gen-
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erations. In Mexico, restaurants and bars contribute 23.2% of tourism employment, the largest share of the seg-
ment (INEGI, 2024); in Colombia, the gastronomic sector contributes 8% of national employment (ANDI /
Gastronomic Sector Chamber, 2024).

Finding 5 — The sector as the planet's first-formal-job machine

This weight is not anecdotal: it means retention policies in kitchen and dining room have a macroeconomic ef-
fect. But the entry door only keeps its promise if whoever enters stays. Placing a young worker in a first shift is
easy when the sector creates jobs; turning that shift into a twelve-month trajectory or more is the true indicator of
decent work. The operational question is the same for three audiences in different language: how many of those
we train reach a job, and how many remain twelve months later? For the multilateral-bank program officer, that
is SDG 8 decent-work indicators; for the MSME policymaker, it is monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of public
spending; for the restaurant owner, it is credit risk and turnover cost in their own till. All three are solved with the
same metric: twelve-month retention rate, not placement rate. With 57.8% of global employment informal (ILO,
2024) and SMEs accounting for 70% of global employment (World Bank, 2024), measuring only entry inflates
reports and hides failure.

Finding 6 — Translating the question into indicators: SDG 8, credit risk and M&E

An honest scorecard separates 'placed' from 'retained with a formal contract' and penalizes informality for what it
is: deferred debt against the program. A useful scorecard compares permanence by operating segment, not a
blind average. Public data from 2024-2026 —National Restaurant Association, INEGI, ILO, EPI and World Bank
— allow organizing insertion by format (fast casual, full service, QSR) and by size, because each model trains
and retains differently. A high-turnover QSR may place hundreds and retain few; a full service with base wage
and certified competencies places fewer, but its twelve-month permanence justifies the investment. With the
sector generating roughly 150,000 jobs/year in the U.S. (NRA, 2024) and contributing 8% of employment in
Colombia (ANDI, 2024), the supply of jobs is not lacking. What is lacking is demanding the right metric. The
Masterestaurant consultant reading is qualitative: each retention figure answers a management decision —for-
malize, pay a base wage, certify— and the scorecard only works if it links the number to that decision.

Finding 7 — The differences that define the index

PLACING is a function of the market: where jobs exist —and the sector generates =~150,000/year in the U.S.
(NRA, 2024)— insertion happens almost by inertia. RETAINING is a function of management: it demands formal
contracts, base wages and certified competencies. Informality is the great destroyer of permanence: with 57.8%
of world employment informal (ILO, 2024), a job obtained is not the same as sustained decent work (SDG 8).
The sector's thin margin —55.9 of every 100 pesos of output (INEGI-Census, 2024)— turns any food cost
or prime cost leak into layoffs: retention depends on MSME financial health. Tips as a wage substitute
predict turnover: 18% waitstaff poverty on the 2.13 USD tipped wage versus 7% among non-tipped workers
(EPI, 2024).

POINT BY POINT
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Placement vs. permanence: criterion-by-criterion analysis

NATURE OF THE METRIC

A - CAPACITY TO PLACE (INSERTION) B - MASTERESTAURANT Retention: a
Placement: a function of the market and function of management, contract and
job volume wage

Verdict: Placing is near-inertia with a sector that is the 2nd-largest U.S. private employer (NRA,
2025); retaining requires method.

DOMINANT PREDICTOR

A - CAPACITY TO PLACE (INSERTION) B - MASTERESTAURANT Retention:
Placement: low entry barrier and contract formality against 57.8% world
generational gateway (67% Gen Z, NRA informality (ILO, 2024)

2025)

Verdict: Formality, not volume, sustains permanence and decent work (SDG 8).

IMPACT OF THE TIPPING MODEL

A - CAPACITY TO PLACE (INSERTION) B - MASTERESTAURANT Retention: 2.13
Placement: irrelevant to getting the job USD tipped wage — 18% waitstaff poverty
(EPI, 2024)

Verdict: A base wage over tips is a direct permanence lever.
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MSME FINANCIAL CONSTRAINT

A - CAPACITY TO PLACE (INSERTION) B - MASTERESTAURANT Retention: thin
Placement: independent of the business 55.9/100-peso margin (INEGI, 2024) caps
margin wages

Verdict: Without food cost and prime cost under control, there is no cash to retain.

GAP-CLOSING INSTRUMENT

A - CAPACITY TO PLACE (INSERTION) B - MASTERESTAURANT Retention: Open

Placement: requires no prior certification Badges micro-credentials make

employability portable

Verdict: Certifying competencies raises ticket and wage at once: the permanence index wins.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

What drives PLACEMENT (market) INSERTION

X Job volume: the sector is the 2nd-largest U.S. private employer (NRA, 2025) and projects 150,000
jobs/year through 2032 (NRA, 2024).

X Generational entry point: 67% of Gen Z had their first job in a restaurant (NRA, 2025).
X Low entry barrier: captures young people with no prior formal experience.

X Macro weight: 23.2% of Mexico's tourism employment (INEGI, 2024) and 8% of Colombia's jobs
(ANDI, 2024).
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What drives RETENTION (method)

MASTERESTAURANT

v Contract formality: where informality dominates —57.8% of world employment (ILO, 2024 )—

permanence erodes.

v" Wage over tip: 18% of waitstaff live in poverty on the 2.13 USD tipped wage (EPI, 2024).

v" Competency certification with Open Badges micro-credentials that make skills portable.

v Healthy unit economics: thin margins (55.9 of every 100 pesos, INEGI 2024) demand food cost and

prime cost under control to pay and retain.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON

Side-by-side comparison

Weight as an employer

First job by generation

Job projection (U.S.)

Weight in tourism and national

jobs

Business fabric behind the
jobs

THE NUMBERS THAT MATTER

www.masterestaurant.com - Original Study - SATE-Masterestaurant Culinary Job-Placement Index 2026: what separates placing from retaining

CAPACITY TO PLACE
(INSERTION)

X  2nd-largest U.S. private
employer; supplies 8% of
Colombia's jobs (ANDI, 2024)

X Gen Z 67% and millennials
60% had their first job in
restaurants (NRA, 2025)

X =150,000 jobs/year 2024-
2032 to 16.9 million in 2032 (NRA,
2024)

X Restaurants and bars =
23.2% of Mexico's tourism
employment (INEGI, 2024)

X SMEs are 90% of firms and
70% of world employment (World
Bank, 2024)

CAPACITY TO RETAIN
(PERMANENCE)

v 57.8% of world employment is informal
(ILO, 2024): formality, not volume, sustains

retention

v 18% of waitstaff live in poverty on the
2.13 USD tipped wage (EPI, 2024): high
turnover

v 14.4% of waitstaff in poverty across 25
mid-tipped-wage states (EPI, 2024)

v Restaurant output: 55.9 of every 100
pesos in the sector (INEGI-Census, 2024):
thin margin, fragile jobs

v 50% of world GDP rides on those
SMEs (World Bank, 2024): retention =
MSME survival
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The scorecard in figures (each cited to its real source)

67 %

of Gen Z had their first job in a restaurant

57.8 %

of world employment is informal (more than 1 in 2)

18 %

of waitstaff live in poverty on the
2.13 USD federal tipped wage

23.20,

of Mexico's tourism employment
comes from restaurants and bars

8 %

of Colombia's total employment

comes from the food-service sector

150000

JOBS/YR

average projection 2024-2032
to 16.9 million in 2032 (U.S.)

VISUALIZATION

The numbers, visualized
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Sources: National Restaurant Association 2025 - ILO — WESO May 2024 - Economic Policy Institute 2024 - INEGI
2024 - ANDI — Food-Service Chamber 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

REAL CASE

“The mistake | see over and over: placement gets celebrated and retention gets ignored. A program that
places 61% but loses half before the year is out didn't create employment, it created subsidized turnover.
Retention is decided in three cash numbers: formal contract, base wage over tips, and food cost under
control so you can pay it. Where the margin is 55.9 of every 100 pesos, every point of food cost that leaks

comes out of someone's paycheck.”

— Diego F. Parra, restaurant consultant (Masterestaurant), reading of the 2026 Index
HOW TO APPLY IT IN YOUR RESTAURANT

How to place yourself in the index (3 scenarios)

@ 1) Define and separate placement from retention
Measure two distinct indicators, not one. Placement = graduates who reach a formal job within
90 days. Retention = of those, how many remain at 12 months. Without this split a program
fools itself: the sector is the 2nd-largest U.S. private employer (NRA, 2025), so placing is
relatively easy; retaining is the hard metric. Anchor M&E to SDG 8 (decent work), not just to job

counts.
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https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/media/press-releases/new-national-restaurant-association-educational-foundation-research-highlights-advantages-of-first-j
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-06/WESO_May2024%20-%20Final_30-05-24_2.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/waitstaff-and-bartenders-are-less-likely-to-be-in-poverty-when-they-are-paid-the-regular-minimum-wage/
https://www.lavozdemichoacan.com.mx/economia/finanzas/economia-nacional/turismo-en-mexico-crece-en-2024-y-aporta-87-del-pib-revela-inegi/
https://www.lavozdemichoacan.com.mx/economia/finanzas/economia-nacional/turismo-en-mexico-crece-en-2024-y-aporta-87-del-pib-revela-inegi/
https://www.andi.com.co/Home/Noticia/17677-la-camara-del-sector-gastronomico-de-la
https://masterestaurant.com/

@ 2) Attack informality as the permanence lever
With 57.8% of world employment informal (ILO, 2024), contract formality is the #1 predictor of
permanence. Require a registered contract and base wage; where tips replace wages, waitstaff
poverty hits 18% (EPI, 2024). For the multilateral-bank officer, formalizing means lowering
restaurant credit risk and MSME mortality.

@ 3) Certify competencies with portable micro-credentials
The skills gap closes with verifiable evidence. Issue Open Badges micro-credentials by
competency (service, cash, food cost, menu engineering) so the worker accumulates portable
employability across venues. This raises both the business's average ticket and the worker's
wage: trained floor selling rises, and with a thin margin (55.9/100 pesos, INEGI 2024) that lever
is what funds better contracts.

@ 4) Sustain the unit economics that pay the wages
Retention dies when the business cannot pay. With output of 55.9 of every 100 pesos (INEGI-
Census, 2024) and SMEs making up 70% of world employment (World Bank, 2024), MSME
financial health is the condition for decent work. Keep food cost under control (£32% per dish as
the ceiling), prime cost watched and break-even clear; use the ecosystem's Restaurant Model
Canvas and meseros.ai + Dashboard to monitor cash and sales in real time.

FAQ

FAQ on the 2026 job-placement index

Why does food service place so well but retain so poorly?

Because placing depends on job volume —the sector is the 2nd-largest U.S. private employer (NRA, 2025) and
supplies 8% of Colombia's jobs (ANDI, 2024 )— while retaining depends on formality and wages. With 57.8% of
world employment informal (ILO, 2024), many jobs do not last twelve months.

Don't tips offset low wages and help retention?

The evidence says the opposite: 18% of waitstaff live in poverty in states with the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage,
more than double the 7% among non-tipped workers, per the Economic Policy Institute (2024). Tips as a wage
substitute predict more turnover, not less.

How does retention connect to a restaurant's credit risk?

A business with a thin margin —55.9 of every 100 pesos of output (INEGI-Census, 2024 )— that fails to control
its food cost cannot sustain formal wages. High turnover signals financial fragility and therefore higher credit risk
and MSME mortality, which matters to multilateral banks.
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What role do micro-credentials play in permanence?

They close the skills gap with portable evidence. Open Badges micro-credentials certify competencies (floor
selling, food cost control, menu engineering) that raise the business's average ticket and the worker's wage,

aligned with SDG 8. Portable employability reduces turnover and improves job quality.

DATA & SOURCES

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,

market research) - not competitors.

Metric

Metano por tonelada de comida
enterrada (EPA)

Ventas del sector de restauraciéon
en Canada

Empleo del sector de restauracion
en Canada

Empleos netos creados por
restaurantes de EE. UU.

Proyeccion de empleo de la

industria restaurantera de EE. UU.

Empleo informal en el mundo 2024

Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Lideres de Sector -

Benchmark 2026

=34 toneladas métricas de metano fugitivo por
cada 1.000 toneladas de comida enterrada

C$ 96.500 millones en 2024 (+4,0% vs. 2023)

Cerca de 1,2 millones de personas (uno de los
mayores empleadores privados)

172.500 empleos netos nuevos en 2024

=150.000 empleos/aino promedio 2024-2032,

llegando a 16,9 millones en 2032

57,8% de los trabajadores del mundo sigue en
empleo informal (2024)

Source

EPA 2023

Statistics Canada
(Statista) 2024

Restaurants Canada
2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

National Restaurant
Association 2024

OIT (ILO) 2024

masterestaurant.com
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https://www.epa.gov/land-research/quantifying-methane-emissions-landfilled-food-waste
https://www.statista.com/statistics/870680/canada-sales-of-foodservices-and-drinking-places/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/870680/canada-sales-of-foodservices-and-drinking-places/
https://www.restaurantscanada.org/restaurant-sales-projected-to-grow-by-a-mere-0-8-in-2025-amid-tariff-threats-changes-to-immigration-and-low-consumer-confidence/
https://www.restaurantscanada.org/restaurant-sales-projected-to-grow-by-a-mere-0-8-in-2025-amid-tariff-threats-changes-to-immigration-and-low-consumer-confidence/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/analysis-commentary/restaurants-projected-to-add-200k-jobs-in-2024/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/analysis-commentary/restaurants-projected-to-add-200k-jobs-in-2024/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/economic-indicators/total-restaurant-industry-jobs/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/restaurant-economic-insights/economic-indicators/total-restaurant-industry-jobs/
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-04/Women_men_informal_economy_statistical_picture.pdf

