


BACKGROUND

NRAEF in partnership with MFHA, the National Restaurant 
Association and Cornell University Nolan School of Hotel 
Administration, conducted research to measure the 
awareness and perceived effectiveness of DEI practices in 
the restaurant industry.  The focus was to understand the 
perceptions of practices at the enterprise and individual 
level and to evaluate how DEI practices might impact 
employee recruitment, satisfaction, and retention.

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS

• What is the current profile of diversity in the restaurant and 
foodservice industry?
• What is the prevalence of DEI policies and practices in the 
restaurant and foodservice industry?
• What are the perceptions about current DEI policies and 
practices in the restaurant and foodservice industry?
• What is the association between awareness and perception 
about DEI policies & practices and satisfaction and feelings 
about working in the restaurant and foodservice industry?
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SAMPLE & RESPONDENT:  
ENTERPRISE

n=200
• Online surveying from 08/05/2021 – 08/13/2021
• Population representative of U.S. restaurant  
   and foodservice industry 

Ownership structure
54% Sole proprietorship*
36% Corporate office headquarters
7%    LLC partnership

Chain affiliation
46% Independent/Unaffiliated
45% Franchisee
9%    Franchisor

Roles of those who provided the response
70% C-Suite roles (Owner, President, CEO, COO, CHRO, or CFO)
27% Managerial roles (Supervisor, Director, Manager)
4%    held an HR-related role

* Sole proprietorship = S-Corps (41%) and Individual Proprietorships (13%)
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SAMPLE & RESPONDENT:  
INDIVIDUAL
CRITERION & WEIGHTING

• Online surveying from 08/18/2021 – 09/10/2021
• Population representative of U.S. population

CRITERION
• 18 or older, living in the United States
• Current Employees (n=2180)
• Former Employees (n=1000) = Worked within last 5 years,  
  but not currently
• Never Worked/Considering (n=1000) = Not currently, but would consider working in the industry
• Never Worked/Not Considering (n=1000) = Not currently, and would never consider working in 
   the industry

Weighting
Weighting was applied as follows to account for an underrepresentation of Hispanics  
in individual surveys:
• Current and Former: Weighted to BLS Occupation/Industry average at 27.4%
• Never Worked: Weighted to BLS Household average at 17.6%
Weighting was not applied to gender, Caucasian, African American, or disability-related data as 
sampling was representative of the populations.
*Demographic reporting: Certain demographics will be classified as “other races” due to a small percentage of respondents.
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SAMPLE & RESPONDENT:  
INDIVIDUAL
Employer Restaurant Type

Types of Restaurants 
Respondents Work / Worked in*

Current 
Workers

Former 
Workers

Quick service 35% 41%
Casual dining restaurant 32% 31%
Fine dining restaurant 21% 18%
Catering 12% 10%
Bar/tavern 11% 15%
Other foodservice operation 10% 12%
Hotel/casino/resort 7% 8%
Bakery 6% 8%
Non-commercial foodservice 6% 6%

*Respondents selected all types of restaurants that they work or worked in.
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SAMPLE & RESPONDENT:  
INDIVIDUAL
POSITIONS HELD

Types of Positions Held by Respondents*
Current Employees Former Employees

Restaurant manager 25% 12%
Waiter or waitress 19% 31%
Chef or cook 18% 18%
Cashier 16% 33%
Crew person 15% 27%
Shift or crew supervisor 11% 11%
Dishwasher 9% 20%
Restaurant owner or operator 9% 4%
Host or hostess 8% 18%
Bartender 8% 11%
Business operations positions 7% 6%
Baker 4% 6%
Barista 4% 6%
Bus person 3% 12%

*Respondents selected all positions they hold or held.
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QUESTION 1

What is the current 
profile of diversity in 
the restaurant and 
foodservice industry?
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Gender Characteristics

Gender profile of individuals currently working in 
the industry leans more female (56%) than male 
(42%), with just 1% associating themselves with some 
other gender identifier.  

Enterprise-level reporting of gender demographics 
that is representative of employees is dramatically 
different than individual employee reporting.  
 
Enterprises underreport the percentage of 
female employees and extremely overreport the 
representation of non-binary/non-conforming 
employees.

Actuals based on self-reported descriptions among current employees (Weighted)
Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180
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Gender:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report

% MALE

Individual Average 42%*

ENTERPRISE Average 48%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)
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Gender:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report

% FEMALE

Individual Average 55%*

ENTERPRISE Average 35%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)
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Gender:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report

% NON-BINARY / NON-CONFORMING

Individual Average 1%*

ENTERPRISE Average 18%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)

10



Race & Ethnicity 
Characteristics 
*Note: Individuals cOULD select multiple  
races when self-reporting race

Enterprises underreport the representation  
of Caucasians. Similarly, enterprises underreport the 
number of Hispanics and Black/African American in entry 
and managerial roles.

A greater percentage of individual employees self-identify 
as Hispanic, Black/African American, and other races.

These differences suggested that enterprises categorize 
race as a single group classification, whereas individuals 
self-identify a more complex racial identity. 

Enterprises are less likely to report differences in racial 
representation across career levels than what is self-
reported by individual employees.

Actuals based on self-reported descriptions among current employees (Weighted)
Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180

11



RACE & ETHNICITY:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report

% CAUCASIAN/WHITE

Individual Average 76%*

ENTERPRISE Average 63%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)
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% HISPANIC

Individual Average 26%*
(*weighted to match BLS industry data  ~ 26%)

(Reported/Unweighted was 16%)

ENTERPRISE Average 29%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)

RACE & ETHNICITY:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report
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% Black/African American

Individual Average 17%*

ENTERPRISE Average 15%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)

RACE & ETHNICITY:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report
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Disability 
Characteristics 
*Note: Disability is a self-identified,  
self-defined criterion.

Enterprises overreport the representation of 
people with disabilities in their organization. 

Only 16% of individual employees self-reported 
having a disability. 

Both enterprises and individual employees report 
disability is consistent across career levels. 

Actuals based on self-reported descriptions among current employees
Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180
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Disability:  
Enterprise vs Individual Report

% with disabilities

Individual Average 16%*

ENTERPRISE Average 34%

*Includes all current employees. Employee graph only represents current employees in identified positions.

Enterprise

Individual  
(Current employees)
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IMPLICATIONS  
QUESTION 1

TOP LEVEL FINDINGS WHAT THIS MEANS

There is a lack of alignment between 
what enterprises report on workforce 
diversity and the verified reports of 
current employees.

This overreporting by enterprises exists 
in gender, race, ethnicity and disability 
statistics.

Enterprises may communicate and 
oversell an environment of diversity 
that is much less diverse than what is 
experienced by employees.

Potentially leading to:
• Minimizing the experience of marginalized 

populations
• Inability to recognize a need for a more 

diverse population and change recruiting 
policies

• Higher turnover due to misrepresentation 
of the diversity environment
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QUESTION 2

What is the prevalence 
of DEI policies and 
practices in the 
restaurant and 
foodservice industry?
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There is a big gap between what enterprise reports and 
employee awareness about DEI policies and programs Exists.
•  Enterprises report they have implemented a wide array of DEI policies. However, employees are 

much less aware of enterprise resources dedicated to DEI.
• Former employees are significantly less aware of DEI polices compared with current employees.

% YES, RESTAURANT/ENTERPRISE HAS/HAD A POLICY

Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd)

Enterprise  Current employees  Former employees
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Total Enterprise, n=200 

Nearly all 
enterprises 
report they 
have resources 
dedicated to 
DEI initiatives 
and that their 
priorities and 
policies are 
communicated 
using at least 
one channel.
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Just over half of Enterprises reported DEI policies and 
programs are very important.

*NOTE: DEI policies and practices were rated without reference or relationship to other enterprise 
strategic priorities. Rating reflects the importance as a stand-alone strategy.

ENTERPRISE DIVERSITY VALUES -  
% VERY IMPORTANT

Total Enterprise, n=200 
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IMPLICATIONS  
QUESTION 2

TOP LEVEL FINDINGS WHAT THIS MEANS

Enterprises report strong efforts to 
support DEI. However, such efforts are 
much less salient to current employees 
and even less so to former employees.

Between one-half to two-thirds of 
organizations report DEI strategies  
to be important.

Enterprises are not effectively 
demonstrating their purported 
commitment to DEI.

Enterprises are not only responsible 
for the existence, adoption, and 
implementation of policies and practices 
but for employees’ understanding and 
awareness of these policies and practices.

Lack of communication and awareness 
makes any effort by the enterprise 
ineffective, as employees are unable to take 
advantage of DEI programs. 

The importance of DEI values are realized by 
many, but not all, which potentially mutes a 
unified voice.
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QUESTION 3

What are the 
perceptions about 
current DEI policies 
and practices in 
the restaurant and 
foodservice industry?
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Three out of four Enterprises report that a diverse workforce 
improves innovation. 

Over half of the decision-makers surveyed strongly agree that 
investments in DEI have a salient influence. 

However, Enterprises do not believe money spent on DEI has a 
noticeable impact.

ENTERPRISE UTILITY & IMPACT - % AGREEMENT

Total Enterprise, n=200 

Strongly Agree                        Somewhat Agree                        Neither Agree nor Disagree                        Somewhat/Strongly Disagree  
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Enterprises report that DEI training is adequately provided and 
that employees have career pathway opportunities.

ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT SUPPORT - % AGREEMENT

Total Enterprise, n=200 

Strongly Agree                        Somewhat Agree                        Neither Agree nor Disagree                        Somewhat/Strongly Disagree  
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Enterprises claim they have created work environments that 
support DEI. Yet, perceptions about DEI support are much 
weaker among current employees, and even less so among 
former employees.   

DIVERSITY CLIMATE PERCEPTIONS (ENTERPRISE vs EMPLOYEE) -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT DIS/AGREE

Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd)

Strongly Agree                        Somewhat Agree                        Neither Agree nor Disagree                        Somewhat/Strongly Disagree  
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Enterprises report higher levels of utility and impact of 
DEI policies and practices compared WITH perceptions among 
current employees and even less so for former employees. 
   

UTILITY & IMPACT (ENTERPRISE vs EMPLOYEE) -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT DIS/AGREE

Total Enterprise, n=200  ;  Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd)

Strongly Agree                        Somewhat Agree                        Neither Agree nor Disagree                        Somewhat/Strongly Disagree  
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For current employees, job satisfaction is associated with 
perceptions about the utility of DEI policies and practices and the 
current diversity climate at work. 

Males, Caucasians, and people with disabilities report more 
positive perceptions than their counterparts, but overall feelings 
are similar.

UTILITY & DIVERSITY CLIMATE (CURRENT EMPLOYEE) - 
 % STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level (A/B, C/D, E/F/G, H/J, K/M/N)
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For former employees, the perceived utility of DEI policies 
and practices and diversity climate remained significantly 
associated with industry job satisfaction. Racial differences 
were less salient. 

UTILITY & DIVERSITY CLIMATE (FORMER EMPLOYEE) - 
 % STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level (A/B, C/D, E/F/G, H/J, K/M/N)

29



IMPLICATIONS  
QUESTION 3

TOP LEVEL FINDINGS WHAT THIS MEANS

Enterprises report that diversity is 
important, but they do not have strong 
views about the impact of DEI initiatives. 

Current employees have much weaker 
perceptions about enterprise DEI efforts 
and impact, and even less so for former 
employees. 

Satisfaction with industry employment 
is significantly associated with perceived 
utility of DEI practices and perception of the 
DEI work climate. 

Enterprises appear to be disconnected 
from employee perceptions about the 
perceived effectiveness of DEI policies 
and practices and the work environment. 

Awareness and perceived effectiveness of 
DEI policies and practices and the resulting 
work environment are strong drivers of job 
satisfaction.

Lack of communication and awareness of 
DEI practices impacts job satisfaction and 
will ultimately lead to higher turnover. 
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       QUESTION 4

What is the association 
between awareness 
and perception about DEI 
policies & practices 
and satisfaction and feelings 
about working in 
the restaurant 
and foodservice industry?
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There is a wide disparity about industry diversity perceptions 
between current and former employees. 

While current and former employees believe the industry 
offers equal employment opportunities, fewer of them believe 
the industry offers equal advancement opportunities. 

INDUSTRY DIVERSITY PERCEPTIONS -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd) ; Total Never Worked, Would Consider, n=1000 (wtd) 
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There is strong agreement that working in the restaurant 
and foodservice industry requires a wide range of skills.  

POSITIVE INDUSTRY PERCEPTIONS -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd) ; Total Never Worked, Would Consider, n=1000 (wtd) 
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Most individuals 
agree that 
stressful 
environments 
and customers 
are the biggest 
challenges to 
working in the 
foodservice 
industry. 

For those 
considering work 
in the industry, 
compensation is 
a higher barrier 
of entry. Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd);   

Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd);  
Never Worked, Would Consider, n=1000 (wtd) 

MOST CHALLENGING 
ASPECTS OF INDUSTRY

Current Employees               Former Employees               Never Worked,  
                                                                                                      Would Consider
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Current employees are more likely to agree that their supervisor 
cares for their well-being, opinions, and training compared with 
former employees. 

SUPERVISOR SUPPORT -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd)  ;  Total Former Employees, n=1000 (wtd)
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For current employees, job satisfaction is associated with 
perception of strong supervisor support. Males, Caucasians, 

African Americans, and those with disabilities generally rate 
supervisors more positively than their counterparts.    

SUPERVISOR SUPPORT -  
% STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level (A/B, C/D, E/F/G, H/J, K/M/N)
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For former employees, the association between job satisfaction 
and perceived supervisor support remains significant. Gender and 
racial differences are less salient. 

SUPERVISOR SUPPORT - 
 % STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE

Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level (A/B, C/D, E/F/G, H/J, K/M/N)
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Levels of satisfaction vary across demographics, with the most 
racially diverse (Other Race) reporting the lowest satisfaction. 
Current employees are consistently more satisfied than former 
employees, potentially indicating why the latter left the industry.

JOB SATISFACTION – CURRENT & FORMER EMPLOYEES

*Letters indicate significant differences Total Currently Employed, n=2180 (wtd) 

Current Employees               % Very/Somewhat Satisfied              % Very/Somewhat Dissatisfied
Former Employees                % Very/Somewhat Satisfied              % Very/Somewhat Dissatisfied
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Industry Job Satisfaction 
(Current vs Former Employees) 
The utility of DEI policies, diversity climate of the workplace, 
and supervisor support attributes to the overall employee job 
satisfaction.  

There are significant differences between current and former 
employees Utility of DEI policies and practices, Diversity 
Climate, and Supervisor support, with the least amount of job 
satisfaction associated with the perceived usefulness of the 
current DEI policies.

Current  
Employees                 
 
 
Former
Employees 
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UTILITY OF DEI POLICIES PERCEPTIONS   
(Current vs Former Employees) 
The perceived usefulness of DEI policies is significantly 
different between current and former employees, with current 
employees, and specifically current Male employees, having an 
overall higher perception.

Current Employees  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Former Employees     
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DIVERSITY CLIMATE
(Current vs Former Employees) 
Current employees have a greater perception of a positive 
diversity climate, especially among Caucasians and Males.

Current Employees  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Former Employees     
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SUPERVISOR SUPPORT
(Current vs Former Employees) 
Overwhelmingly, Male employees perceive their supervisor 
support to be a positive experience, followed next by 
Caucasians, non-Hispanics, and Black/African Americans.

Current Employees  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Former Employees     
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Almost three out of four current employees expect to maintain 
their current work status over the next year. Still, over half may 
search for work outside the industry and more than one-third are 
already looking for alternative or possibly additional employment.

FUTURE INTENTIONS, CURRENT EMPLOYEES

Current Employees, n=2180 
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Former employees report it improbable tHEY WILL return to the 
industry, indicating that once the industry loses an employee they 
are unlikely to return.

FUTURE INTENTIONS, FORMER EMPLOYEES

Former Employees, n=1000 

44



Interest in restaurant and foodservice employment among those 
who have never worked in the industry is MODERATE. 

FUTURE INTENTIONS, NEVER WORKED  
BUT WOULD CONSIDER

Never Worked, Would Consider, n=1000 
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IMPLICATIONS  
QUESTION 4

TOP LEVEL FINDINGS WHAT THIS MEANS

Current employees are satisfied with their 
work and have generally positive views 
about working in the restaurant and 
foodservice industry. However, such views 
are lower among women, Hispanics, and 
Black/African Americans.

Job satisfaction levels drop with decreasing 
perception of supervisor support.  White males 
tend to report the highest supervisor support 
and job satisfaction and are more likely to fill 
managerial and C-Suite roles.

The biggest stressors of working in the industry 
(reported by both current and former employees) 
are the environment and customers. Those who 
do not work in the industry perceive pay to be the 
biggest stressor.

While most current employees intend to remain 
in the industry, many are looking for alternative 
opportunities in the near term. 

Decision makers are responsible for  
responding directly and effectively to the 
industry’s competitive challenges.  
Addressing the challenges of respectful 
customer behavior and a stressful work 
environment along with establishing strong 
supervisor support for all employees will 
impact job satisfaction and retention. 

To enhance retention, enterprises need to 
acknowledge that industry jobs provide significant 
skills and should highlight opportunities for those 
skilled employees. While pay matters (and may  
be a barrier of entry) it’s not as significant for those 
already in the industry.

Investing in training, promotion, and other resources 
to develop front-line supervisors would be beneficial, 
as they have direct responsibility for their DEI agenda 
and can build more diverse and inclusive workplaces.

Enterprises need to create authentic and sustainable 
employment opportunities through a culture of 
belonging and inclusion.
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REPORT SUMMARY 



THE DISCONNECT 
If decision makers are not aware of.. .

Disconnect 
of employee 
experience

True DEI environment

Effectiveness of DEI practice and 
policy implementation

Perceived support of training and 
advancement by all employees

Mitigation of environment and 
customer stress
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ENTERPRISE
INTERPLAY

The industry is much more diverse than believed by enterprises, which report having and 
communicating DEI resources, however, their efforts do not correlate to current and former 
employee responses. 

Due to the lack of awareness of DEI resources, current and former employees perceive that DEI may 
not be a strategic priority and the resources that do exist may only serve to demonstrate compliance.

Satisfaction is significantly linked to perceived support and advancement and ultimately will drive 
willingness to stay in the industry. However, if supervisors and decision makers do not address the 
most challenging issues facing employees, they will leave the industry at faster rates.

Enterprise 
DEI Initiatives 

Individual 
Perceptions
 

Individual 
REACTIONS 

• Values
• Policies and Practices
• Impact & Utility

• Job satisfaction
• Supervisory support
• Intentions to remain or 

consider opportunities

• Awareness, beliefs, and 
perceptions about DEI

• Enterprise & occupational 
support for DEI 
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IMPLICATIONS 

A wide array of decision makers at enterprises have strong social desirability to be inclusive 
and to implement DEI policies & practices. However, the lack of transparency, awareness, and 
perceived effectiveness of these policies can negatively effect employees’ overall perception and 
job satisfaction.

DEI practices and commitment to them must filter down in the organization. Enterprises should 
increase their effort to effectively communicate & train supervisors on DEI practices, as direct 
supervisor support is strongly associated with individual satisfaction and retention.

Through a commitment and 
investment in DEI initiatives, 
enterprises will increase retention 
of current employees as well as 
enhance the perception of the 
industry among those that have yet 
to work in foodservice.
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Appendix:
Additional Data



ENTERPRISE RESPONDENTS & TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONS
*All values are represented as percentages

Total Enterprise, n=200 
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RESPONDENTS CURRENTLY OR FORMERLY WORKED 
in the INDUSTRY
*All values except averages are represented as percentages

Currently Work, n=2180;  Formerly Worked, n=1000
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RESPONDENTS NEVER WORKED in the INDUSTRY
*All values except averages are represented as percentages

Never Worked, but Would Consider, n=1000 ;  Never Worked, Would Not Consider, n=1000
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Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level 

CURRENT 
& FORMER 
EMPLOYEES – 
SATISFACTION

Those less 
satisfied with 
their employment 
in the industry 
tend to be:

• Females
• Younger ages
• Hispanic
• Lower HH income 

*All values are 
represented as 
percentages
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Letters indicate significant differences at the 90% Confidence Level 

CURRENT 
& FORMER 
EMPLOYEES – 
SATISFACTION

Those less 
satisfied with 
their employment 
in the industry 
tend to be:

• Less educated
• Entry level
• New to the  
  industry

*All values are 
represented as 
percentages
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