
Women in Leisure and Hospitality Are 
Among the Hardest Hit by Job Losses 
and Most at Risk of Covid-19 Infection 
BY AMANDA FINS 

The leisure and hospitality sector—which includes restaurants, hotels, museums, spectator sports, and 
more—is a major driver of the American economy and a source of millions of jobs; this sector alone 
accounted for 9.4% of the entire workforce in 2018, employing roughly 1 in 11 workers in the U.S.1 But the 
spread of COVID-19 has ravaged this sector—making it the hardest-hit sector in terms of job losses2—as 
both public health restrictions and changes in individual behavior to avoid the virus have limited travel, 
dining out, and many other leisure activities. And women of color, who are disproportionately represented 
in leisure and hospitality jobs that have long been underpaid and undervalued, are likely to suffer the most. 

Between February and April 2020, the leisure and hospitality sector shed about half of its workforce 
(49%, or more than 8.3 million jobs),3 with women accounting for the majority (54%) of those losses.4 
Between April and October, 58% of the lost leisure and hospitality jobs returned5—but these job gains 
are precarious, as new spikes in infection trigger new shutdowns and as slowdowns in demand lead to 
temporary closures becoming permanent. As of October, the leisure and hospitality workforce is just 
under 80% of its February size,6 and there are 41% fewer women in the leisure and hospitality sector than 
there were in February.7 Moreover, there is reason to believe that many women who remain employed in 
the sector are working fewer hours than they would like, as discussed further below.  

As the pandemic wears on, many women in leisure and hospitality who struggled to make ends meet 
before the crisis—working unpredictable and inadequate hours, often coupled with unpredictable and 
inadequate tips, in restaurants, bars, hotels, theaters, and more—continue to face a high risk of losing their 
jobs altogether. Many who are still employed are forced to put their and their families’ health at risk to do 
their jobs, with decent pay and benefits too often still out of reach.  
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Women of Color Are Disproportionately Represented in the Leisure and 
Hospitality Sector 
While women are just over half of all leisure and hospitality workers—roughly in line with the share of the overall workforce 
made up of women—women of color, women born outside of the U.S., and women with disabilities work in the leisure and 
hospitality sector in disproportionately high numbers, and thus are disproportionately likely to bear the financial burden of 
job losses caused by the pandemic. Because of the public-facing nature of the leisure and hospitality sector, they are also 
more exposed to the risk of COVID-19 infection on the job than are workers in many other sectors. 

• Women make up just under half (48%) of the overall workforce and just over half (51%) of the leisure and hospitality 
workforce.8 

• More than one in five leisure and hospitality workers are Latina (23%), and an additional 13% are Black women. By 
comparison, Latinas and Black women make up just under 8% and 7% of the overall workforce, respectively.9 Native 
American women and Asian American & Pacific Islander women are also disproportionately represented among 
leisure and hospitality workers.

• Women born outside the U.S. are 19% of the leisure and hospitality workforce, compared to less than 8% of the overall 
workforce.10

• Women with disabilities are about 4% of the leisure and hospitality workforce, but just under 2% of the overall 
workforce.11
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Women Working in Restaurants and Bars Have Been Particularly Hard Hit  
Women working in the leisure and hospitality sector hold a broad range of jobs, from public relations specialists and 
museum curators to bartenders, restaurant servers, maids and housekeeping cleaners, and clerks at hotels and motels. 
Job losses have been widespread across the sector; since February, women have lost a net total of 1.9 million leisure and 
hospitality jobs, representing 34% of women’s total job losses in the pandemic-induced recession.   

Five subsectors account for most of these job losses: food services and drinking places; accommodation; amusements, 
gambling, and recreation; performing arts and spectator sports; and museums, historical sites, and similar institutions.12

Women in Leisure & Hospitality Subsectors  

Leisure & Hospitality 
Subsector 

Net Job Losses for Women 
Between February and 

September 

Share of Women’s Job 
Losses in the Leisure & 

Hospitality Sector 

Share of Women’s Jobs Retained 
in Subsector Since February 

2020 

Food services and 
drinking places 

-1,194,300 59.2% 81.7% 

Accommodation -410,000 20.3% 67.2% 

Amusements, gambling, 
and recreation 

-274,000 13.6% 68.6% 

Performing arts and 
spectator sports 

-108,100 5.8% 52.7% 

Museums, historical 
sites, and similar 

institutions 

-27,300 1.4% 75.0% 

Source:  NWLC calculations based on historical data for U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), historical data for Table B-5: 
Employment of women on nonfarm payrolls by industry sector, seasonally adjusted, available at https://www.bls.gov/webapps/legacy/cesbtab5.
htm. Change in the number of jobs in leisure and hospitality subsectors and job losses calculations are using February to September 2020 data.  

• Nearly 1.2 million women have lost jobs in the “food services and drinking places” subsector—primarily restaurants 
and bars. These restaurant and bar jobs represent, by far, the largest share of women’s job losses in the leisure and 
hospitality sector (59%) and make up 21% of women’s total job losses since February.13 

• The food services and drinking places subsector includes restaurant servers and bartenders—two large occupations 
in which women make up the majority of the workforce and rely on customer tips to supplement low wages from 
employers. For nearly 30 years, federal law has allowed employers to pay tipped workers just $2.13 an hour, forcing 
women in these jobs to rely on variable tips for virtually all of their income—and putting them at a particularly high 
risk of both economic insecurity and sexual harassment.14 For example, 69% of restaurant servers in 2018 were 
women, disproportionately women of color; even before the pandemic they typically made just $12.02 an hour, 
including tips, and more than one in eight (13%) lived in poverty.15

• Tipped workers who become unemployed often find that their low and sporadic earnings qualify them for minimal, or 
no, unemployment benefits.16 Only 28% of leisure and hospitality workers were policyholders for employer-sponsored 
health insurance, compared to 51% of workers overall in 2018.17 Restaurant servers and other tipped workers also face 
the challenge of enforcing compliance with mask requirements and other public health measures from the same 
customers on whom they rely for tips.18
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Leisure and Hospitality Workers Were Struggling to Make Ends Meet Before 
the Pandemic  
Women in the leisure and hospitality sector were already underpaid and undervalued for their work before the pandemic. 
Now, as they face lost income from lost jobs or a heightened risk of infection if they go to work, women in this sector are in 
an even more precarious economic position. 

• In 2018, women working full- time, year-round in leisure and hospitality made 83 cents for every dollar a man in the 
sector made.19 Gender-based pay disparities for women of color, women born outside of the U.S and women with 
disabilities are even larger.  

 o Black women and Latinas working full-time, year-round in the leisure and hospitality sector were typically paid 
71 cents and 63 cents, respectively, for every dollar a white, non-Hispanic man was paid in 2018.

 o Women with disabilities and women born outside of the U.S working full-time, year-round were both typically 
paid 74 cents for every dollar men without disabilities and men born in the U.S, respectively, were paid in 2018.

• Typical annual wages for a woman working full-time, year-round in the leisure and hospitality sector were 
just $29,000 in 2018, or approximately $13.94 per hour.20 Black women working full-time, year-round in the 
sector typically made even less ($28,000 per year, or $13.46 per hour), and full-time, year-round Latina 
workers typically made only $25,000 per year, or $12.02 per hour.21 

• In 2018, nearly 1 in 10 leisure and hospitality workers (9.7%) had incomes below the federal poverty line, meaning the 
poverty rate for leisure and hospitality workers was almost double the poverty rate for workers overall (5.1%). Poverty 
rates among Black women, Latinas, and women born outside the U.S. working in leisure and hospitality were even 
higher.22 Moreover, the federal poverty line, which was just $20,231 for a parent with two children in 2018,23 barely 
begins to capture what families need to make ends meet.24

Source: NWLC calculations based on 2019 CPS ASEC, using IPUMS. In the CPS, respondents self-identify 
their sex, race, disability status, whether they are Latinx, and whether they were born outside the U.S. 
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• Many women in the leisure and hospitality sector were not working full time even before the pandemic—even if they 
wanted to be. In 2018, 39% of women in the leisure and hospitality workforce were working part time, compared to 
27% of men.25 The share of people who are working part-time involuntarily is growing due to the pandemic: while data 
specific to the leisure and hospitality sector is unavailable, in October 2020, 15% of women working part time wanted 
full-time work, but were unable to obtain it for economic reasons, such as their employer not giving them full-time 
hours.26 In February, before the pandemic hit, only 11% of women working part-time were doing so for economic 
reasons.27 And these estimates do not capture people who want to work part-time but receive fewer hours than they 
are seeking from their employer—a scenario that is common in leisure and hospitality jobs.28

• Many leisure and hospitality workers lack the benefits they need to return to work safely. Only 28% of leisure and 
hospitality workers are policyholders for employer-sponsored health insurance, compared to 51% of workers 
overall.29 Low-paid jobs typically provide little, if any, paid sick time or paid family and medical leave,30 and many 
leisure and hospitality workers are excluded from the emergency paid sick days and paid caregiving leave provisions 
enacted in federal coronavirus relief packages due to exemptions for employers with fewer than 50 or more than 500 
employees.31 At the same time, the Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) has failed to issue—not to 
mention enforce—an Emergency Temporary Standard on infectious diseases that would help employers understand 
and implement the safest possible conditions for their workplaces. 

Leisure and Hospitality Workers Need Immediate Relief and an Equitable 
Recovery   
Before the pandemic began, the leisure and hospitality workforce was made up of nearly 16.9 million workers. By October 
2020, that number had dropped to 13.4 million—a net loss of nearly 3.5 million jobs as a result of COVID-19.32 Women of 
color, women with disabilities, and women born outside of the U.S.—who are disproportionately represented in the leisure 
and hospitality sector, and in lower-paying jobs within the sector—continue to face the greatest risk of painful impacts 
from further losses as the pandemic persists. Policy makers must do more to support those who are unemployed as a 
result of the pandemic, including extending and strengthening emergency unemployment insurance; shoring up nutrition 
assistance, child care assistance, and other public benefits; and halting evictions and foreclosures.33 Congress can also 
dramatically reduce the number of people facing unemployment by enacting the Paycheck Recovery Act, which would 
keep workers connected to their jobs, restore millions of workers who have been laid off or furloughed since the pandemic 
hit to payroll, and prevent employers of all sizes from being forced to close permanently. 

At the same time, policy makers must ensure that millions of leisure and hospitality workers who continue to work are 
valued and protected. This includes making investments to ensure access to regular testing, PPE, and other essential 
supplies; instituting and enforcing stronger workplace safety standards; requiring companies to provide premium pay 
to essential workers; extending and expanding federal emergency paid sick time and paid leave provisions; increasing 
access to health care; ensuring that companies are not shielded from liability when they fail to take reasonable steps to 
protect their workers or the public; and strengthening protections so that workers can organize and speak up about unsafe 
workplace conditions without fear of retaliation.34

In addition, as we rebuild our economy, policy makers should work to not only restore jobs, but improve them—with a $15 
minimum wage, equal pay, fair and flexible work schedules, and policies to ensure workers can care for themselves and 
their families without sacrificing their paychecks. Enacting One Fair Wage nationwide—i.e., requiring employers to pay at 
least the full minimum wage to everyone, before tips—is essential for millions of tipped workers in the leisure and hospitality 
sector. And to ensure an equitable recovery for all leisure and hospitality workers—and all working people—in the long term, 
Congress must strengthen our antidiscrimination, employment, and labor laws so that everyone can work with equality, 
safety, and dignity.
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