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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

The headline finding is that food service remains the main door into the labor market —
67% of Gen Z and 60% of millennials had their first job in a restaurant, according to the
National Restaurant Association (2025)— yet that door no longer retains anyone: with
57.8% of the world's workers in informal employment per the ILO (2024), training that does
not end in a verifiable role evaporates. Masterestaurant reads the bottleneck as having
moved out of the kitchen and into the digital role: producing restaurant photos, videos and
campaigns with AI is today the entry occupation a young graduate can perform from week
one, with Open Badges micro-credentials that make the competency legible to the
employer and auditable for the funder.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

The opening figure here is not a promise of employability, it is a discount rate. When the National Restaurant
Association (2025) documents that 67% of Gen Z had their first work experience in a restaurant, it is describing
the largest informal vocational training system in the hemisphere, one nobody designed, nobody certifies and
almost nobody measures. That is the paradox of the sector: it trains millions and accredits almost none of them.

The macroeconomic consequence is direct. With 57.8% of the world's workers in informal employment —more
than one in two, per the ILO World Employment and Social Outlook of May 2024— a young person who learns
to plate, to cost and to produce content inside a restaurant leaves the cycle with real skills and zero transferable
evidence. The next employer cannot read what was learned, lenders cannot score it, and the program that
trained them cannot demonstrate impact beyond enrollment.

This analysis synthesizes public sources from the National Restaurant Association, the ILO, the World Bank,
FAO, INEGI and the Economic Policy Institute to answer one operational question: how many trainees reach
employment, how many remain at six and twelve months, and which role configuration sustains that retention.
The short answer points somewhere that did not exist as a formal job category inside an independent restaurant
five years ago.

Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant read that place as follows: the role producing restaurant photos, videos and
campaigns with AI absorbs the young graduate without pulling them out of the real business, because its output
is measured in average ticket and table turnover, not in likes. It is a role with its own unit economics, and that is
the condition without which no placement survives the first quarter.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL CULINARY

TRAINING ROUTE

DIGITAL ROLE PLUS MICRO-

CREDENTIALS (MR READING)

Entry door into the labor
market (Gen Z)

✕ 67% had their first job in
restaurants — National Restaurant
Association 2025

✓ 67% had their first job in restaurants
— National Restaurant Association 2025
(same door, different exit)

Informality the graduate walks
into

✕ 57.8% of workers in informal
employment worldwide — ILO 2024

✓ 57.8% of workers in informal
employment worldwide — ILO 2024 (a
verifiable credential is the only discount
on that risk)

Annual job demand absorbing
placements (US)

✕ ≈150,000 jobs/year average
2024-2032 — National Restaurant
Association 2024

✓ ≈150,000 jobs/year average 2024-
2032, reaching 16.9 million by 2032 —
National Restaurant Association 2024
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TRADITIONAL CULINARY

TRAINING ROUTE

DIGITAL ROLE PLUS MICRO-

CREDENTIALS (MR READING)

Poverty risk in the placed
front-of-house role

✕ 18% of waitstaff in states with the
2.13 USD federal tipped wage live in
poverty — Economic Policy Institute
2024

✓ 14.4% across the 25 states with
intermediate tipped wages — Economic
Policy Institute 2024

Business fabric that must
absorb the trainee

✕ SMEs: 90% of firms and 70% of
global employment — World Bank
2024

✓ SMEs: 90% of firms, 70% of
employment and 50% of GDP — World
Bank 2024

Sector productivity
underwriting payroll (Mexico)

✕ 55.9 of every 100 pesos in the
sector come from restaurant output
— INEGI, Economic Census 2024

✓ 55.9 of every 100 pesos — INEGI,
Economic Census 2024 (the role's
contribution margin comes from here, not
from enthusiasm)

Material loss eroding the
employer's prime cost

✕ 19% of available food ends up
wasted — UNEP, Food Waste Index
Report 2024

✓ 13.2% is lost after harvest, before
retail — FAO/UNEP 2024

Finding 1 — The biggest entry door into the labor market hands out no paperwork
Some 67% of Gen Z and 60% of millennials had their first job in a restaurant, according to the National
Restaurant Association (2025), and that figure describes the largest occupational training system nobody de‐
signed and nobody certifies. The door works, it moves millions of people, and on the other side there is no docu‐
ment the next employer can read. When the International Labour Organization measures 57,8% of the world's
workers in informal employment in its May 2024 update, it is also counting the young person who learned to cost
a recipe and produce an AI photo carousel without any of it being written down. INFORMALITY, in the restaurant
sector, is not only a contract problem: it is a memory problem. A placement with no measured retention is a
statistic of intent, which is why almost every rate reported to funders today survives badly once you move the
cutoff date.

Finding 2 — Why does counting placement on signing day inflate the sector's numbers?
The traditional route closes the file the day the graduate signs; a 365-day cutoff destroys roughly half of
those numbers, and it does so without any methodological trick, simply by waiting.

With 57,8% global informality documented by the ILO (2024), signing means little: the contract may last six
weeks and nobody records it. I got this wrong for years, taking the signing figure because it was the only one
available. Then I understood that an early cutoff does not measure insertion, it measures enthusiasm, and en‐
thusiasm does not pay second-quarter rent. Placing a young worker in front of house in a state with the 2,13
USD federal tipped wage exposes them to a segment where 18% of waitstaff and bartenders live in poverty,
more than double the 7% of non-tipped workers, according to the Economic Policy Institute (2024). Across the
25 states with an intermediate tipped wage the figure drops to 14,4%, still high.
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Finding 3 — Front of house versus content production:
where you place the graduate is an income-risk decision
That gap is no salary nuance: it decides whether the placement survives the winter. A role producing the restau‐
rant's AI photography, video and campaigns changes the equation because it pays a base wage rather than tips,
and because its output gets audited against average check and table turns. This is not the training program's
aesthetic preference; it is household-income arithmetic, and that is why it weighs so heavily on twelve-month re‐
tention. No new position lasts a first quarter if the owner cannot read its contribution in the till, and AI production
is no exception. Mexico's restaurant industry generates 55,9 of every 100 pesos of sector output, according to
INEGI's Economic Census (2024), which means the margin is already strained before an extra salary shows up.
Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant put it plainly: the graduate producing AI photography, video and campaigns
must arrive with two metrics tied to their name from week one, the average check of the dish they shoot and the
occupancy of the slots they promote.

Finding 4 — The AI visual role only survives with unit economics of its own
Defend the role with reach and likes and the first payroll cut takes it. Defend it with cash and it stays. Picture that
young worker finishing the cycle with verifiable micro-credentials for each demonstrated competency, product
prompting, short-video editing, campaign costing. The next employer reads the evidence instead of interviewing
blind, a bank can score them for a first loan, and the program finally proves impact beyond enrollment. Now sub‐
tract that. Without a legible credential the learning dies inside the restaurant where it happened, and the sector
recycles people instead of promoting them. With 400 million SMEs accounting for 70% of world employment ac‐
cording to the World Bank (2024), most of that learning occurs in businesses with no HR department. The cre‐
dential is not bureaucracy: it is the only bridge between what someone can do and what someone can prove.
The U.S. restaurant industry will add roughly 150.000 jobs a year between 2024 and 2032 to reach 16,9 million
positions, according to the National Restaurant Association (2024), and still the constant owner complaint is that
nobody can be found.

Finding 5 — The sector's paradox: it trains millions and promotes few, and here is the bridge
Both things are true at once, and the bridge between them is LEGIBILITY. Entry volume and open vacancies co‐
exist because the market cannot tell a trained candidate from an improvised one: both show up without evi‐
dence. A visual production role built on AI breaks that tie better than almost any other, since the work leaves a
public, dated trail, a portfolio of pieces attached to real campaigns. It is the first time an entry-level restaurant job
builds its own evidentiary file with nobody administering it. Three cutoffs and no more: day 1, month 6, month 12,
with the same denominator in all three. That denominator is the sector's favorite trap, because by month six
whoever never reached signing tends to disappear and the rate improves on its own. Fix the cohort at program
start and leave it alone. Add three fields per graduate: role type, base wage versus tips, and whether they pro‐
duce measurable deliverables.

Finding 6 — What a retention benchmark that withstands an audit looks like
With the Economic Policy Institute (2024) documenting 18% poverty in front of house under the 2,13 USD tipped
wage, the second column explains almost all month-six attrition. The third explains month twelve, because who‐
ever has deliverables has a raise conversation. Any report missing those three columns is measuring something
else. Open your latest placement report and add the column «measurable deliverable of the role». Not the rate,
not the average, the raw column, graduate by graduate. You will find that placements surviving the year are the
ones with something written in that cell, and that the empty ones collapsed between month four and month sev‐
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en. That finding reshapes program design faster than any new partnership agreement. With 57,8% informal em‐
ployment worldwide according to the ILO (2024) and an industry adding 150.000 slots a year through 2032 ac‐
cording to the National Restaurant Association (2024), the bottleneck is not the demand for people, it is the proof
of what those people can do.

Finding 7 — The concrete action: one new column in your placement report
Start with the column. When success gets declared. The traditional route closes the file on signing day; the
Masterestaurant approach closes it at day 365, and that single methodological decision wipes out half the place‐
ment rates reported to funders today. With 57.8% global informality (ILO, 2024), a placement without measured
retention is a statistic of intent. The nature of the role. Placing a graduate on the floor exposes them to the seg‐
ment with 18% poverty under the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage (Economic Policy Institute, 2024); placing them
in AI content production puts them in a role with base pay and measurable output. This is not an aesthetic pref‐
erence, it is income risk. Legibility of the competency. Without Open Badges micro-credentials the learning dies
inside the shift. With them, the skills gap stops being an industry complaint and becomes a searchable invento‐
ry, precisely as the National Restaurant Association (2024) projects roughly 150,000 jobs a year through 2032
that someone will have to fill with verifiable profiles.

Finding 8 — The four differences that decide whether a placement survives the year
The program's economic unit. A role that generates no contribution margin inside the restaurant depends on
the donor; one that does survives the project's end. In Mexico, where restaurant output accounts for 55.9 of
every 100 pesos in the sector per INEGI (Economic Census 2024), that difference decides whether cohort
two happens.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Comparative analysis, criterion by criterion

HOW THE PROGRAM'S RESULT IS DEFINED

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

Placement declared at contract signing,
with no follow-up

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Retention verified

at 365 days over those placed at 90 days

Verdict: The measured-retention route wins. Against 57.8% global informality (ILO, 2024), a
placement without follow-up is intent, not an auditable result.
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INCOME RISK FOR THE PLACED GRADUATE

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

Floor role on a tipped structure: 18%
poverty under the 2.13 USD federal wage
(Economic Policy Institute, 2024)

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Digital role with

base pay and output measurable in cash

Verdict: The digital role wins on income risk, though the dining room remains an irreplaceable
school of hospitality; the right sequence is to enter through the floor and accredit toward the
salaried role.

LEGIBILITY OF THE ACQUIRED COMPETENCY

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

Attendance certificate and a verbal
reference from the head chef

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Open Badges

micro-credentials with verifiable evidence
and criteria

Verdict: Open Badges wins. With 90% of the business fabric being SMEs without a recruitment
function (World Bank, 2024), what a machine cannot read never reaches the interview.

DURABILITY OF THE ROLE AFTER FUNDING ENDS

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

Position funded by the program,
extinguished with the last transfer

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Position with its

own contribution margin inside the
restaurant

Verdict: The unit-economics position wins. In Mexico restaurant output represents 55.9 of every
100 pesos in the sector (INEGI, Economic Census 2024): the productive base exists to carry the
role without subsidy.
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FIT WITH THE DEVELOPMENT AGENDA AND SDG 8

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

Reporting enrollment and training hours

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Reporting

placement, retention and credentials
issued

Verdict: Retention reporting wins. It is the only one that translates restaurant operations into
decent-work indicators a program officer can take to committee.

SIDE EFFECT ON FOOD LOSS AND WASTE

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L C U L I N A RY T R A I N I N G
R O U T E

No link between training and waste control

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Accredited

competencies in waste handling and short
supply chains

Verdict: The accredited route wins. With 19% of available food wasted (UNEP, 2024) and 13.2%
lost after harvest (FAO/UNEP, 2024), waste is the line where a trained graduate pays back their
cost first.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Traditional route: train, place, lose track W H AT  T H E  S O U R C E S  D O C U M E N T  TO D AY

Digital-role route: train, accredit, measure at 12 months M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Placement is declared on the day the contract is signed and nobody measures again at day 180.✕

Learning happens inside the shift, in the sector's largest informal training system: 67% of Gen Z
entered through it (National Restaurant Association, 2025).

✕

Evidence of competency lives in the head chef's memory, not in a document the next employer can
read.

✕

The graduate competes in a market where 57.8% of employment is informal (ILO, 2024), so the
credential is not an academic luxury.

✕

The placed role is usually the one most exposed to poverty: 18% of waitstaff under the 2.13 USD
federal tipped wage (Economic Policy Institute, 2024).

✕

Placement counts only once retention is verified; before that it is enrollment, not a result.✓

The graduate produces restaurant photos, videos and campaigns with AI from week one, and the work
is measured in average ticket and table turnover.

✓

Each competency is issued as an Open Badges micro-credential, with verifiable metadata that travels
to the next employer and to the program officer.

✓

The role carries its own contribution margin: if it does not move cash, you fix the role instead of
propping it up with a subsidy.

✓

Program measurement aligns with SDG 8 and SDG 9, which is the language in which multilateral
lenders approve a second cohort.

✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Side-by-side comparison

TRADITIONAL CULINARY

TRAINING ROUTE

DIGITAL ROLE PLUS MICRO-

CREDENTIALS (MR READING)

Entry door into the labor
market (Gen Z)

✕ 67% had their first job in
restaurants — National Restaurant
Association 2025

✓ 67% had their first job in restaurants
— National Restaurant Association 2025
(same door, different exit)

Informality the graduate walks
into

✕ 57.8% of workers in informal
employment worldwide — ILO 2024

✓ 57.8% of workers in informal
employment worldwide — ILO 2024 (a
verifiable credential is the only discount
on that risk)

Annual job demand absorbing
placements (US)

✕ ≈150,000 jobs/year average
2024-2032 — National Restaurant
Association 2024

✓ ≈150,000 jobs/year average 2024-
2032, reaching 16.9 million by 2032 —
National Restaurant Association 2024

Poverty risk in the placed
front-of-house role

✕ 18% of waitstaff in states with the
2.13 USD federal tipped wage live in
poverty — Economic Policy Institute
2024

✓ 14.4% across the 25 states with
intermediate tipped wages — Economic
Policy Institute 2024

Business fabric that must
absorb the trainee

✕ SMEs: 90% of firms and 70% of
global employment — World Bank
2024

✓ SMEs: 90% of firms, 70% of
employment and 50% of GDP — World
Bank 2024

Sector productivity
underwriting payroll (Mexico)

✕ 55.9 of every 100 pesos in the
sector come from restaurant output
— INEGI, Economic Census 2024

✓ 55.9 of every 100 pesos — INEGI,
Economic Census 2024 (the role's
contribution margin comes from here, not
from enthusiasm)

Material loss eroding the
employer's prime cost

✕ 19% of available food ends up
wasted — UNEP, Food Waste Index
Report 2024

✓ 13.2% is lost after harvest, before
retail — FAO/UNEP 2024

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

The scorecard: seven public figures framing culinary placement in 2026

67%
of Gen Z had their first job in a
restaurant (millennials, 60%)

57.8%
of the world's workers are in informal
employment (more than 1 in 2)
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

150000
average annual jobs projected 2024-2032 in the
US restaurant industry, toward 16.9 million by 2032

J O B S

18%
of waitstaff and bartenders live in poverty
where the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage
applies, versus 7% of non-tipped workers

90%
of the world's firms are SMEs; they provide
70% of employment and 50% of GDP

55.9
pesos in the sector come from
Mexican restaurant industry output

O F  1 0 0

19%
of available food ends up wasted,
with a further 13.2% lost after harvest
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of Gen Z had their first job in a restaurant (millennials, 60%)

67%

of the world's workers are in informal employment (more than 1 in 2)

57.8%

of waitstaff and bartenders live in poverty where the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage applies, versus 7% o…

18%

of the world's firms are SMEs; they provide 70% of employment and 50% of GDP

90%

pesos in the sector come from Mexican restaurant industry output

55.9
OF 100

of available food ends up wasted, with a further 13.2% lost after harvest

19%

Sources: National Restaurant Association 2025 · ILO — World Employment and Social Outlook, May 2024 · National
Restaurant Association 2024 · Economic Policy Institute 2024 · World Bank 2024

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We brought eight graduates from the program and always placed them on the floor, because that is where
the vacancy was. Six months later, two remained. We changed the role: four came in as producers of
restaurant photos, videos and campaigns with AI, on base pay, with an Open Badges micro-credential for
each accredited competency, and the assignment was to shoot the twelve highest contribution-margin
dishes and sustain the Tuesday-to-Thursday campaigns. At twelve months all four were still there, average
ticket on those days rose from 148 to 171 pesos, and we stopped paying an outside photo session. What
changed was not the people, it was the role: when a graduate produces something that shows up in
Thursday's cash, the owner fights to keep them.”

— Youth culinary employability program coordinator, partner operator in Mexico City (2026)

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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How to place your program or restaurant
inside this benchmark, in four steps

1 1. Define the metrics before you count anyone
Placement rate: graduates holding an active contract at day 90, as a percentage of graduates.
Retention rate: those still in the role at day 365, over those placed at day 90. Skills gap:
required-profile competencies the graduate cannot evidence, over the full profile. Without those
three definitions written down, any comparison against National Restaurant Association (2024)
or ILO (2024) figures is noise. Write them on one page, date it, and do not move them mid-
cohort to make the number look better.

2 2. Measure your baseline against public context, not against last year's cohort
Your retention rate is not judged against yourself; it is judged against a market where 57.8% of
employment is informal (ILO, 2024) and where the most available role is also the one with the
highest poverty risk: 18% under the 2.13 USD federal tipped wage, 14.4% across intermediate-
wage states (Economic Policy Institute, 2024). If twelve-month retention falls below half of those
placed, the problem is almost never the graduate; it is the design of the role you found them.

3 3. Create the digital role and give it real unit economics
Assign the graduate to produce restaurant photos, videos and campaigns with AI for the twelve
highest contribution-margin dishes, per the venue's menu engineering. Set the deliverable in
pieces per week and the outcome in average ticket and table turnover on the days worked. A
role that feeds the till survives the end of funding; one that only feeds the program's memory
dies with the last transfer. And if the restaurant runs a digital menu, ALWAYS keep the physical
menu: the QR code handles delivery, accessibility, price updates and analytics, while the printed
menu governs service pace, menu narrative and suggestive selling.

4 4. Issue micro-credentials and report against SDG 8 and 9
Every accredited competency is issued as an Open Badge with verifiable metadata —issuer,
criteria, evidence, date— so the next employer can read the competency without calling anyone.
Report to the funder within the SDG 8 and SDG 9 framework, and cross the data with the fabric
that must absorb these young people: 90% of the world's firms are SMEs providing 70% of
employment, per the World Bank (2024). A program delivering verifiable badges and measured
365-day retention enters the second-cohort conversation; one delivering enrollment does not.

FA Q
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Frequently asked questions about the 2026 culinary placement benchmark

What is the real entry door into a first job in this sector today?

Restaurants remain the main door: 67% of Gen Z and 60% of millennials had their first work experience in
restaurants, according to the National Restaurant Association (2025). Entry is not the problem; the problem is
that this learning is almost never accredited in a verifiable document.

Why measure retention at 365 days instead of placement alone?

Because in a market where 57.8% of global employment is informal, per the ILO (2024), a signed contract
proves nothing about the young person's trajectory. Twelve-month retention is the only figure that separates a
youth employability program from an enrollment register.

Is producing restaurant photos, videos and campaigns with AI a real job or decoration?

It is a real job when its deliverable is measured in average ticket and table turnover on the days worked. With
roughly 150,000 jobs a year projected through 2032 by the National Restaurant Association (2024), the sector
needs new profiles, and the AI content producer is one a young graduate can perform from week one.

What do Open Badges micro-credentials add over a traditional diploma?

They add machine-readable metadata: issuer, criteria, evidence and date. That closes the skills gap on the
employer's side, since 90% of firms are SMEs carrying 70% of employment, per the World Bank (2024), and
they hire without a recruitment function.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Tasa de empleo informal entre personas
mayores en América Latina

78%
OIT/CEPAL — Panorama Laboral de América
Latina y el Caribe 2024

Proporción mundial de trabajadores en
empleo informal 2024

57,8% (más de 1 de
cada 2)

OIT — World Employment and Social Outlook,
actualización mayo 2024

Aporte de las mipymes al PIB de
Indonesia

61% del PIB y 97%
del empleo

Banco Mundial — SMEs Finance 2024

Aporte promedio de las mipymes al
empleo donde hay datos confiables

78% del empleo
(rango 50%-90%)

Banco Mundial — SMEs Finance 2024
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Personas que padecieron hambre en el
mundo en 2024

entre 638 y 720
millones

FAO/OMS/UNICEF/PMA/FIDA — SOFI 2025

Prevalencia de subalimentación en
América Latina y el Caribe 2024

5,1% (34 millones de
personas)

FAO — SOFI 2025
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https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/ebe19244-9611-443c-a2a6-25cec697b361
https://www.fao.org/publications/en
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