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What comparable cities requiring One Fair Wage 
show Washington, D.C. will gain from Initiative 82
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Federal law abolished slavery in the District of Columbia in April 1862, with the The 
District of Columbia Emancipation Act — three years before the ratification of the 13th 
Amendment which would make it illegal to enslave another human being nationwide.1 

Prior to this, the District already had one of the earliest known thriving Black owned food 
establishments, Epicurean Eating House; racism led to the rioting against the owner, Beverly 
Snow, in 1835.2 A century later, thanks to the lawsuit brought by activist Mary Church Terrell, 
D.C. de-segregated restaurants in 1953, a year before Brown v Board of Education began a 
process of desegregation across the nation.3

Unfortunately, the subminimum wage for tipped workers, a direct legacy of slavery used 
mainly to supress the incomes of Black workers, persists in Washington D.C. today. There 
are over 15,000 tipped workers in D.C. today who are more than 75 percent people of color, 

and are paid less than one-third the minimum wage — $5.35 an hour.4,5 
The subminimum wage forces a population of tipped workers that is 
overwhelmingly women and disproportionately women of color to 
rely on customer tips for the majority of their income, making them 
more vulnerable than other workers to the race and gender inequities 
of tipping. In a March 2022 national survey of tipped workers, nearly six 
in ten women of color said they were not receiving enough in tips to 
bring them to the full minimum wage — twice the rate of men. Tipped 
workers also experience high rates of sexual harassment, which has 
worsened during the pandemic — particularly for women of color.6

However, there are currently 7 states in the United States that require 
all restaurant employers to pay One Fair Wage — a full minimum wage, 
with tips on top.7 These states have consistently performed better on 

all economic and industry metrics — better employee retention, better small business 
growth rates, dramatically lower rates of reported sexual harrassment and steady or even 
higher rates of tipping.8 Thanks to the tireless efforts of workers, advocates and volunteers 
Michigan has become the eighth state to end the subminimum wage for tipped workers.9 

INITIATIVE 82
This November, “District of Columbia Tip Credit Elimination Act of 2021” aka Initiative 82, 
is on the ballot in D.C.10 It would gradually eliminate the sub-minimum tipped wage (cur-
rently $5.35 per hour) by 2027, and ensure all tipped workers receive DC’s full minimum 
wage of at least $16.10 plus tips on top. By voting Yes on Initiative 82, D.C. has a chance to 
continue to make history by being the torchbearer on progressive reform in racial equity 
and worker justice. 
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CITY COMPARISON 
To underscore the benefits of moving to One Fair Wage, in this report we exam-
ine government data and private company reports to compare Washington D.C. 
to three cities in states that already require One Fair Wage — Los Angeles, San 
Francisco and Seattle.11

While in D.C. workers currently earn $5.35 an hour (compared to the D.C. minimum 
wage of $16.10 an hour), this is not the case in the three One Fair Wage cities. In 
Los Angeles, California all restaurant workers earn at least a full minimum wage 
of $16.04 with tips on top.12 In San Francisco, all restaurant workers earn at least 
$16.99 with tips on top.13 And in Seattle, all restaurant workers earn at least $15.75 
with tips on top.14

In these three cities in which the subminimum wage for tipped workers has been 
eliminated and all tipped workers are paid a full minimum wage with tips on top, 
workers earn more overall and are less likely to live in poverty. Both employment 
and establishment growth within the full service restaurant industry is higher.15

KEY FINDINGS 

› �Tipped Workers in One Fair Wage  
Cities Earn More 
• �Seattle, Washington and Washington, D.C. have similar cost of living, but in Seattle all 

workers are paid the minimum wage of $15.75 — including tipped workers — and tipped 
restaurant workers earn 23 percent more than their DC counterparts.16,17

• �Recent research has shown that Seattle ranks among cities with the highest tipping av-
erages, with data showing that 38 percent of diners in Seattle tip more than 20 percent 
to their servers.18

› �Tipped Workers in One Fair Wage Cities  
are Less Likely to Live in Poverty
• �Food service workers are more likely to live in poverty in the DC metro area, where the 

subminimum wage still persists, compared with workers in the LA, Seattle, or San Fran-
cisco metro areas, where there is no subminimum wage.19

• �Compared to workers in the DC metro area overall, 2.8 times as many tipped workers — 
and 3.2 times as many servers and bartenders — earn less than the federal poverty line 
in the D.C metro area.20
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› �The Restaurant Industry Grows Faster 
in One Fair Wage Cities than in DC
• �Pre-pandemic, the number of LA full service restaurant establishments grew by 5.0 per-

cent while D.C. restaurants grew only by 2.7 percent — roughly half the rate of LA.21,22

• �With the pandemic, wage shortages lead to worker shortages. However there was a dif-
ferential impact in cities with One Fair Wage.23 L.A. has recovered quicker than D.C. from 
the pandemic downturn. 

• �Employment within the LA metro full service restaurant industry in Q1 2022 was down 12.5 
percent compared to the same time in 2019. Compare this with the DC metro industry 
which has been slower to rebuild, with employment down a full 20.0 percent.24 The gap 
in recovery is 7.5 percent between the two cities for the same time period.

› �Tipped Workers in One Fair Wage Cities  
Face Less Earnings Inequality 
• �Leaving workers’ wages dependent on customers leads to huge inequities within the 

sector. In D.C, the lowest earning servers and bartenders make only 37 percent of what 
their highest paid counterparts make. Compare this to Los Angeles where even the low-
est paid server would earn approximately half (or 54 percent) of what the highest paid 
earner does. 

• �That translates to an overall wage gap, including wages and tips, of $25.69 per hour in 
DC compared to $12.21 in L.A.25

CONCLUSION
The subminumum wage, a legacy of slavery, persists in Washington 
D.C. where tipped workers are paid less than one-third the minimum 
wage — $5.35 an hour. This subminimum wage affects a workforce of 
over 15,000 tipped workers who are mostly Black and other workers of 
color.26 This wage is unlivable for workers who face decreasing tips, an 
increasing cost of living in DC and its metropolitan area, and increas-
ing sexual harassment and discrimination from customers on whose 
tips they rely.27 By comparison, restaurant workers in Los Angeles, San 
Francisco and Seattle, are guaranteed a full minimum wage with tips 
on top of $16.04, $16.99, and $15.75, respectively.28.29,30

Seven states — California, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, Minnesota, 
Montana, and Alaska — all require restaurants to pay a full minimum wage with tips on 
top. Most recently Michigan was added to this list. With Initiative 82, Washington DC can 



5

join these states in eliminating the subminimum wage, and start paying tipped workers 
livable wages.

With the passage of Initiative 82 in November 2022, D.C. could make United States history, 
leading the East Coast in ending the subminimum wage for tipped workers, serving as a 
vanguard as it similarly did with abolishing slavery and de-segregating restaurants, well 
ahead of the federal government. 

Methodology
Where possible comparisons are made directly between Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seat-
tle, and Washington D.C., but due to technical limitations of the data, comparisons between 
the metropolitan areas of Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, and Washington D.C. are 
made where necessary, and noted as such. The metropolitan areas are made comparable 
due to the high number of non-resident workers in each city, similar surrounding area min-
imum wage laws, and costs of living in each metropolitan area. 

To make comparisons between each city and/or metro area, OFW utilized data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics May 2021 Occupation Employment and Wage Statistics program 
and its Quarterly Census of Wages, in addition to data from IPUMS’ 5-Year 2016-2020 Amer-
ican Community Survey sample. 

To estimate tipping averages, One Fair Wage referenced Payscale’s Restaurant Report, 
which drew its conclusions from 15,000 workers who participated in a survey of their tips and 
wages between January 1, 2013 and January 1, 2015. To determine the cities with the highest 
percentage tippers, OFW referred to data released by a restaurant menu and marketing 
company, Popmenu, that analyzed results from an anonymous survey of 1,000 consumers 
from October 5 to October 6, 2021, combined with tipping percentages for online food or-
ders placed in the last 180 days nationwide.



6

1 �Damani Davis. Slavery and Emancipation in the Nation’s Capitol. 
National Archives. (Spring 2010). Vol 42, no. 1. https://www.archives.
gov/publications/prologue/2010/spring/dcslavery.html.

2 �DC Emancipation Day. The Snow Riot. https://emancipation.dc.gov/
page/snow-riot.

3 �Jackie Mansky. (June 2016). How One Woman Helped End Lunch 
Counter Segregation in the Nation’s Capital. Smithsonian Maga-
zine. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-one-wom-
an-helped-end-lunch-counter-segregation-nations-capi-
tal-180959345.

4 �OFW analysis of American Community Survey data, 2016- 2020 
5-Year Sample. Steven Ruggles, Sarah Flood, Ronald Goeken, 
Megan Schouweiler and Matthew Sobek. IPUMS USA: Version 12.0 
[dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS, 2022. https://doi.org/10.18128/
D010.V12.0.

5 �Bureau of Labor Statistics. March, 2022. May 2021 Occupational 
Employment and Wage Statistics. www.bls.gov/oes/.

6 �One Fair Wage and U.C. Berkeley Food Labor Research Center. 
(April 2022). Unlivable: Increased Sexual Harassment and Wage 
Theft Continue to Drive Women, Women of Color, and Single 
Mothers Out of the Service Sector. https://onefairwage.site/
wp-content/uploads/2022/04/OFW_Unlivable.pdf.

7 �Michigan just got added to this list as the 8th One Fair Wage. The 
policy will go into effect soon. 

8 �One Fair Wage. (April 2021). One Fair Wage - Myths & Facts. https://
onefairwage.site/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/OFW_MythsAnd-
Facts_6.pdf.

9 �Lobo, Arpan. (July, 2022). The Detroit Free Press. Ruling on Michigan 
tipped wages could be ‘massive, fundamental’ change to restau-
rant industry. Ruling on Michigan tipped wages could be ‘massive, 
fundamental’ change to restaurant industry - Detroit Regional 
Chamber.

10 �Better Restaurants DC. (2022). DC Committee to Build a Better 
Restaurant Industry #YESon82. https://betterrestaurantsdc.org/.

11 �In the state of Washington, employers are not allowed to include 
an employee’s tips towards their requirement to pay the minimum 
wage. In Seattle, where the minimum wage is higher than the state’s 
minimum wage, there is a slight difference in wages depending on 
the size and category of the employer.

12 �Los Angeles Office of Wage Standards. (2022). LA Wages. https://
wagesla.lacity.org/.

13 �San Francisco Off of Labor Standards Enforcement. (2022). Mini-
mum Wage Ordinance. https://sfgov.org/olse/minimum-wage-or-
dinance-mwo

14 �Seattle Office of Labor Standards. (2022). Minimum Wage Ordi-
nance. https://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/ordinances/min-
imum-wage.

15 �With the exception of San Francisco where full service restaurant 
establishment growth slightly lags behind Washington, D.C. (1.13% 
vs 2.68%). 

16 �Seattle Office of Labor Standards. (2022). Minimum Wage Ordi-
nance. https://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/ordinances/min-
imum-wage.

17 �Payscale. (2015). Payscale’s Restaurant Report: The Agony and 
Ecstasy of Food Service Workers. https://www.payscale.com/da-
ta-packages/restaurant-report.

18 �Popmenu. (2021). Tipping Restaurant Workers 20% or More is 
Becoming the New Norm During the Pandemic, According to 
Popmenu Research. PR News Wire. https://www.prnewswire.com/
news-releases/tipping-restaurant-workers-20-or-more-is-be-
coming-the-new-norm-during-the-pandemic-according-to-
popmenu-research-301435736.html.

19 �OFW analysis of American Community Survey data, 2016- 2020 
5-Year Sample. Steven Ruggles, Sarah Flood, Ronald Goeken, 
Megan Schouweiler and Matthew Sobek. IPUMS USA: Version 12.0 
[dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS, 2022. https://doi.org/10.18128/
D010.V12.0.

20 �Ibid.

21 �Census Bureau. (April, 2022). 2020 Census County Business Pat-
terns. https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cbp.html.

22 �See note 13.

23 �One Fair Wage. (May, 2021). It’s a Wage Shortage, Not a Worker 
Shortage. https://onefairwage.site/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/
OFW_WageShortage_F.pdf.

24 �Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022). Quarterly Census of Employ-
ment and Wages, First Month Employment Q1-2019 to Q1-2022. 
https://www.bls.gov/cew/.

25 �Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022). May 2021 Occupational Employ-
ment and Wage Statistics. www.bls.gov/oes/.

26 �OFW analysis of American Community Survey data, 2016- 2020 
5-Year Sample. Steven Ruggles, Sarah Flood, Ronald Goeken, Me-
gan Schouweiler and Matthew Sobek. IPUMS USA: Version 12.0 
[dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS, 2022. https://doi.org/10.18128/
D010.V12.0.

27 �One Fair Wage. (Dec 2020). Take off your mask so I know how 
much to tip you: Service Workers’ Experience of Health & Ha-
rassment During COVID-19. https://onefairwage.site/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/OFW_COVID_WorkerExp-1.pdf. 

28 �Los Angeles Office of Wage Standards. (2022). LA Wages. https://
wagesla.lacity.org/.

29 �San Francisco Off of Labor Standards Enforcement. (2022). Mini-
mum Wage Ordinance. https://sfgov.org/olse/minimum-wage-or-
dinance-mwo.

30 �Seattle Office of Labor Standards. (2022). Minimum Wage Ordi-
nance. https://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/ordinances/min-
imum-wage.

ENDNOTES

Making History: A New Future for DC’s Restaurant Industry 


