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According to data from the United States Chamber of Commerce, there are 1.7 million fewer
Americans in the workforce compared to pre-pandemic levels. However, even if every
unemployed American took a job opening, there would still be nearly 2.4 million unfilled jobs
nationwide.

The labor shortage across the United States is affecting many industries, but few have been hit
harder than the restaurant and hospitality industry. And unfortunately for many restaurant
owners, these labor shortages can have a serious impact on profits. With a better understanding
of today’s labor shortages and their impact on the restaurant industry specifically, business
owners can take proactive steps to address the need.

Understanding Root Causes of Today’s Labor Shortages

Across the country, many restaurants have job openings that simply aren’t being filled—and this
has more-or-less been the case since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact,
according to research by the National Restaurant Association, more than 87% of surveyed
restaurant owners reported that they were looking to hire more employees in 2023.

What caused the labor shortage in the restaurant industry, anyway? For many restaurants, the
problem began during pandemic closures in 2020. During this time, many restaurant workers
were forced to find jobs in other industries—and even once restaurants began to reopen, these
workers realized that they had better benefits, higher pay and an improved work-life balance in
their new roles. As a result, very few of them returned to the restaurant industry—especially in
lower-paying roles like serving and hosting.

Potential Solutions to Restaurant Labor Shortages

So, what's the solution to the labor shortage in the restaurant industry? While there isn’t an
overnight fix, there are some potential changes restaurant owners can make to bring in quality,
dedicated workers.

First, restaurant owners need to find ways to attract the right kind of talent. This means offering
competitive pay and benefits, especially when compared to other restaurants in the area.
Restaurant owners should also take time to sit down with current employees and consider their
feedback. What would make their jobs easier? What would make their work more enjoyable?

Meanwhile, restaurant owners should also be prepared to set their workers up for success as
much as possible. This should include setting aside plenty of time and resources for training—
not just when team members are first hired, but as an ongoing part of their employment. When
staff members are properly trained, they can feel confident in their ability to handle issues as
they arise.
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Last but not least, employees should feel valued. Restaurant owners may need to find creative
ways to incentivize and celebrate team members to demonstrate that they are an important part
of the business. Small crew celebrations and recognition can go a long way in helping workers
feel appreciated and valued, which can help to reduce turnover.

Next Steps for Restaurant Owners

Dealing with labor shortages in the restaurant industry can be frustrating—and unfortunately,
there’s no “quick fix” for this problem. Instead, restaurant owners need to shift their focus to
retaining current employees and bringing in the right kind of talent. This, in addition to finding
ways to streamline service (such as offering online reservations), can go a long way in
improving the customer and team member experience.

In the meantime, restaurant owners struggling with lower profits due to staffing shortages should
also consider consulting with a financial advisor for further guidance. Potential tax breaks,
credits and other COVID-19 relief programs may still be applicable and could potentially provide
some assistance to struggling businesses. From there, business owners can move forward with
a plan of action and a little more confidence.
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