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Executive Summary

Accommodation and Food Services encompasses every operation that feeds people outside their homes

and houses them away from home: full-service restaurants, limited-service restaurants, hotels, motels,

bars, caterers, food service contractors, casino hotels, bed-and-breakfasts, and the supply chain that

moves ingredients from distributor to plate. NAICS 72 employs approximately 13.5 million workers across

702,000 establishments, making it the third-largest private sector employer in the United States. The

sector’s output is immediate, perishable, and labor-intensive: a meal that is not served when the customer

arrives cannot be inventoried for tomorrow.

The conventional assessment of this sector focuses on same-store sales, RevPAR (revenue per available

room), occupancy rates, average check size, and food cost percentages. Those metrics describe current

market performance. They do not describe the structural conditions that determine whether the sector can

maintain service capacity through the next labor cost increase, the next food price spike, the next public

health event that empties dining rooms overnight, or the next year in which 75–130% of the workforce

turns over and takes whatever institutional knowledge it carried with it.

The Four Frequencies framework examines a different layer. Where has the workforce thinned to the point

that the sector operates on the shortest tenure, lowest wages, and highest quits rate of any major industry

in the American economy? Where does the regulatory architecture that governs food safety lack the

inspection capacity to reach the establishment base it is responsible for, while the federal tipped minimum

wage has been frozen at $2.13/hour for 35 years? Where do profit margins of 2–6% create a management

information environment where a single cost variable moving 3% can eliminate the entire margin? And

where has the sector failed to build the mental health infrastructure, succession depth, and technology

integration that a workforce turning over at 75–130% annually structurally requires?

Accommodation and Food Services is a Tier 2 data coverage sector in this assessment: 14 structural

metrics across six federal data sources (BLS, FDA, CDC, SEC, Census, and DOL). With 13.5 million

workers across 702,000 establishments, the sector’s structural conditions determine whether Americans

can reliably eat outside their homes and find shelter when they travel. These functions are so embedded in

the economy that their disruption during COVID-19 produced cascading effects across real estate,

agriculture, commercial supply chains, and urban employment.

Accommodation and food services is structurally configured to operate on the thinnest

workforce in the American economy. The lowest-tenured, lowest-paid, highest-churning labor

force of any major sector is regulated by a food safety architecture that cannot inspect what it

governs, managed through profit margins so thin that a single cost shock becomes an

existential event, and absent the mental health infrastructure, succession depth, and

technology integration that 75–130% annual turnover demands. The sector has produced the

highest quits rate (7.0%) and the shortest median tenure (2.0 years) of any major industry

while paying a median wage of $14.92/hour. What this configuration produces is structural

fragility that manifests as staffing numbers but originates in the interaction between those

four structural conditions.
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THINNESS

SEVERE

PERMISSION

ELEVATED

MANAGEMENT

SEVERE

ABSENCE

SEVERE

MINIMAL. No dangerous dependencies

MODERATE. Visible but not load-bearing

ELEVATED. Something finite absorbing extra load

SEVERE. Damage spreads when something breaks

CRITICAL. Multiple failures compounding

Sector Structural Profile

Accommodation and food services is structurally configured to operate on the thinnest workforce in the

American economy. The lowest-tenured, lowest-paid, youngest, highest-churning labor force of any major

sector is regulated by a food safety architecture that cannot inspect what it governs, managed through

profit margins so thin that a single cost shock becomes an existential event, and absent the mental health

infrastructure, technology integration, and succession depth that a 75–130% annual turnover rate

demands. The sector has produced the highest quits rate (7.0%) and the shortest median tenure (2.0

years) of any major industry while paying a median wage of $14.92/hour, with 40% of its workforce under

25 (Thinness). It has frozen the federal tipped minimum at $2.13/hour since 1991, operates under a food

safety inspection regime where 40–49% of high-risk facilities go uninspected in any given year, maintains

1.6% union density (lowest of any sector), and depends on approximately 1.4 million foreign-born workers

whose authorization status creates enforcement vulnerability (Permission). It has built an operating model

on 2–6% profit margins where labor (35%) and food (35%) consume 70% of revenue, while CEO-to-worker

pay ratios at major chains reach 475–6,666:1 and leadership instability saw 9 of 25 publicly traded

restaurant companies change CEOs in 2024 (Management). And it has allowed mental health

deterioration to reach 76% of workers reporting symptoms, manager burnout at 47%, chronic understaffing

at 65% of hotels, delivery platform dependency extracting 15–30% commissions, and knowledge

concentration in owner-operators whose departure removes the only person who understands the full

business (Absence). The structural consequence is clear: a sector that feeds and houses America cannot

retain the workforce it needs, cannot inspect the food safety it promises, cannot absorb the cost shocks its

margins invite, and cannot replace the knowledge its turnover rate continuously removes.

Four Frequency Severity Assessment

T  Thinness  SEVERE

Where the sector operates on the thinnest workforce in the American economy by every available federal

measurement. Accommodation and food services holds a distinction no other major sector shares: it
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produces the highest quits rate, the shortest median tenure, and among the lowest median wages of any

industry the Bureau of Labor Statistics tracks. These are not three separate workforce challenges. They

are three measurements of a single structural condition. A workforce so thin that no individual disruption

needs to be large to produce cascading operational failure.

The quits rate tells the structural story most directly. At 7.0% monthly (BLS JOLTS, 2024-2025 data),

accommodation and food services produces more voluntary departures per worker than any other sector.

For context, the all-industry average runs approximately 2.3%. The sector’s quits rate is more than three

times the national average. In a restaurant employing 25 people, a 7.0% monthly quits rate means roughly

two workers leave voluntarily every month. Every month, continuously. The operation never reaches

workforce stability. It operates in a permanent state of replacement.

Median tenure at 2.0 years (BLS CPS) is the lowest of any major sector. The all-industry median is 3.9

years. A 2.0-year median means half the workforce has been in its current position for less than two years.

In an industry where quality depends on practiced skill–a line cook’s muscle memory, a hotel front desk

agent’s knowledge of regular guests, a bartender’s efficiency under volume–a workforce where half the

people have less than two years of tenure is perpetually re-learning what the operation requires. Median

hourly wage at $14.92 (BLS OES, May 2024) sits well below the all-occupation median of $24.02.

Approximately 40% of the accommodation and food services workforce is under 25 years old, compared to

approximately 12% for the overall labor force. Annual turnover rates range from 75% to 130% depending

on segment (limited-service restaurants at the high end, hotels somewhat lower).

The establishment base shows corresponding fragility. Approximately 60% of restaurants close within five

years of opening. Roughly 80% close within ten years. Over 72,000 restaurants closed in 2024, according

to National Restaurant Association data. These closure rates are not market selection working efficiently.

They are structural measurements of an operating model where the margin between survival and failure is

thinner than in any other sector.

Federal data anchors: Federal data anchors: BLS JOLTS (7.0% quits rate, highest of any sector); BLS CPS (2.0-year median
tenure, lowest of any sector; 40% under age 25); BLS OES ($14.92/hr median wage, May 2024); National Restaurant Association
(72,000+ closures in 2024, 60% five-year failure rate); annual turnover estimates 75–130% by segment.

P  Permission  ELEVATED

Where a frozen wage floor, fragmented food safety enforcement, minimal collective authority, and

immigration dependency create a Permission architecture that constrains the workforce it depends on. The

Permission frequency in accommodation and food services measures whether the sector’s authority

structures–who can make decisions, who can raise concerns, who enforces standards–align with the

actual risk environment. The federal data describes a sector where these structures have calcified around

conditions that no longer match the operational reality.

The federal tipped minimum wage of $2.13/hour has been frozen since 1991. This represents 35 years

without adjustment–the longest-standing federal wage floor in American history. The regular federal

minimum wage has been raised multiple times during that period (most recently to $7.25 in 2009). The

tipped minimum has not moved. This freeze creates a structural Permission condition: a significant share
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of the food services workforce operates under a compensation structure that assumes customer tips will

bridge the gap between $2.13 and the $7.25 federal minimum. When tips fall short, the employer is

technically required to make up the difference. Enforcement of this “tip credit” provision requires workers to

track and report shortfalls to employers whose economic incentive runs against paying the difference.

Seven states (California, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, Minnesota, Montana, and Alaska) have eliminated

the tipped minimum entirely. Research from those states shows comparable restaurant employment

growth and business formation, suggesting the structural dependency on the $2.13 floor is not

economically necessary.

Food safety enforcement operates under structural capacity constraints. The FDA is responsible for

oversight of approximately one million food establishments, but inspection coverage falls short of its own

mandates. FDA data from recent years shows that 40–49% of high-risk domestic food facilities were not

inspected within the required timeframe. The CDC estimates 48 million foodborne illness cases annually.

Roughly 1 in 6 Americans experience foodborne illness, resulting in 128,000 hospitalizations and 3,000

deaths. State and local health departments conduct the majority of restaurant-level inspections, creating a

fragmented enforcement architecture where inspection frequency, grading standards, and enforcement

consequences vary by jurisdiction. The structural reading is clear: the Permission architecture that governs

food safety cannot physically reach the establishment base it is responsible for.

Union density at 1.6% is among the lowest of any major sector. Compare this to the private sector average

of 5.9% and construction’s 15.4%. In practical terms, 98.4% of accommodation and food services workers

operate without collective representation. On a workforce already earning $14.92/hour median, with

2.0-year median tenure, this means the vast majority of workers have no institutional channel through

which to raise food safety concerns, challenge wage theft, report harassment, or push back on scheduling

practices that compress rest periods. Child labor violations in the sector have risen sharply, with DOL

enforcement actions increasing 89% between 2022 and 2024. Immigration compounds the Permission

dynamics: approximately 1.4 million foreign-born workers (roughly 23% of the food services workforce)

carry authorization constraints that create enforcement vulnerability, reducing the structural Permission

available to raise concerns about conditions.

Federal data anchors: Federal data anchors: DOL (federal tipped minimum $2.13/hr since 1991; child labor violations +89%
2022–2024; Wage and Hour Division enforcement); FDA (40–49% high-risk facilities uninspected; food facility registration data); CDC
(48M foodborne illness cases, 128,000 hospitalizations, 3,000 deaths annually); BLS union membership (1.6%, among the lowest of
any sector); Census/ACS (~23% foreign-born in food services, ~1.4M workers).

M  Management  SEVERE

Where the sector’s operating model produces profit margins so thin that a single cost variable moving 3%

can eliminate the entire margin, while the information architecture that should signal approaching failure is

structurally degraded by the turnover rate. The Management frequency in accommodation and food

services measures whether the sector’s information systems, decision structures, and feedback loops

convert operational signals into corrective action at the rate the environment demands. The federal data

describes a sector where the management information architecture is continuously degraded by the

workforce Thinness that defines its operating model.
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Profit margins in food services run 2–6% for full-service restaurants and 6–9% for limited-service

operations. Hotels operate at somewhat wider margins (8–15% for managed properties) but face high

fixed costs that make occupancy swings existential for individual properties. In a full-service restaurant,

labor typically consumes approximately 35% of revenue and food costs consume another 30–35%. That

leaves 30–35% for rent, utilities, insurance, equipment, maintenance, marketing, and profit. When food

costs increase 3%, as they did during the 2022–2024 inflationary period, or when minimum wage

increases raise labor costs, or when delivery platform commissions extract 15–30% of order value, the

margin absorbs the shock or the business fails. At 2–6% net, there is no structural buffer. The 60%

five-year failure rate is the arithmetic consequence of operating at margins this thin in an environment

where input costs fluctuate outside the operator’s control.

CEO-to-worker pay ratios at major hospitality chains reveal the structural distance between decision

authority and operational reality. McDonald’s reported a CEO-to-median-worker pay ratio of approximately

1,014:1. Starbucks reported approximately 6,666:1 (the highest in the S&P 500). Hilton reported

approximately 577:1. Marriott reported approximately 475:1. These ratios measure the structural gap

between the people who set operating parameters (menu prices, staffing levels, labor budgets, technology

investments) and the people who execute them (line cooks, servers, housekeepers, front desk agents).

The wider this gap, the more likely that management information about ground-level operational

conditions–food safety practices during a rush, staffing adequacy during peak periods, maintenance

backlogs in hotel rooms–degrades before it reaches the decision layer that could act on it.

Leadership instability compounds the management information challenge. Nine of 25 publicly traded

restaurant companies changed CEOs in 2024. This represents a 36% turnover rate at the strategic

leadership level. Private equity consolidation is accelerating: Blackstone’s $8 billion acquisition of Jersey

Mike’s, Roark Capital’s ownership of Subway, Inspire Brands, and other major chains. Each PE

transaction introduces new financial optimization pressures on an operating model already running at

2–6% margins. The ghost kitchen market, valued at approximately $65 billion, and delivery platform

dependency (DoorDash at 67% market share, extracting 15–30% commissions per order) are restructuring

the relationship between restaurants and their customers in ways that compress margins further while

making the operator dependent on platforms they do not control.

Federal data anchors: Federal data anchors: SEC DEF 14A filings (CEO pay ratios: McDonald’s ~1,014:1, Starbucks ~6,666:1,
Hilton ~577:1, Marriott ~475:1); BLS (labor cost ~35% of revenue); USDA food cost data (~30–35% of revenue); restaurant profit
margin industry data (2–6% full-service, 6–9% limited-service); PE transaction data (Blackstone/Jersey Mike’s $8B); delivery platform
market share data.

A  Absence  SEVERE

Where mental health deterioration, chronic understaffing, platform dependency, and knowledge

concentration create structural absences that the sector has no mechanism to address at the rate they are

accumulating. The Absence frequency in accommodation and food services measures where critical

knowledge, capacity, or capability has departed, concentrated, or failed to develop. Unlike sectors where

Absence manifests primarily through retirement demographics, this sector’s Absence is continuous. It’s

produced by the same turnover that defines its Thinness, compounded by conditions that no pipeline can

replace because the conditions themselves drive the departure.
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Mental health data describes a workforce in structural distress. A 2023 survey found that 76% of hospitality

workers reported experiencing at least one mental health symptom, up from 56% in 2018. Forty-seven

percent of hospitality managers reported burnout. These are not personal wellness statistics. They are

structural measurements of what happens to a workforce earning $14.92/hour median, turning over at

75–130% annually, working irregular schedules that disrupt sleep and social connections, handling

customer-facing stress in an environment where tipping creates a power dynamic that other service

industries do not experience at the same intensity. The mental health deterioration is a structural product

of the operating model, not an individual failure of resilience.

Chronic understaffing has persisted well beyond the COVID-19 recovery period. The American Hotel and

Lodging Association reported that 65% of hotels remained understaffed as of 2024. This is four years after

the pandemic’s acute phase. Restaurant staffing has recovered numerically but the composition has

shifted: more part-time workers, fewer experienced full-time staff, higher reliance on workers with less than

one year of tenure. The structural consequence is not just fewer bodies on the floor. It is less institutional

knowledge per shift, more food safety risk during peak periods when inexperienced workers handle

volume they have not encountered before, and more management time spent on training that the turnover

rate continuously erases.

Technology dependency is creating new structural Absence patterns. Delivery platforms–DoorDash (67%

market share), Uber Eats, Grubhub–extract 15–30% commissions per order while controlling the customer

relationship, the data, and the demand signal. Restaurants that depend on delivery revenue operate on

margins that are structurally thinner than their dine-in margins, with less control over quality (food traveling

in cars for 20–45 minutes) and no direct customer relationship to build repeat business. Sixty percent of

restaurant operators report lacking supply chain visibility, meaning they cannot see disruptions

approaching until they arrive. Franchise structures concentrate knowledge and decision authority at the

franchisor level: 51.5% of franchisees earn less than $50,000 annually, operating with the risk profile of a

small business owner but the decision authority of an employee.

Succession depth is structurally thin across the sector. In independent restaurants–which comprise the

majority of food service establishments–the owner-operator frequently serves as the only person who

understands the full operation: recipes, vendor relationships, lease terms, health inspection history,

equipment maintenance schedules, staff dynamics. When that person burns out, retires, or dies, the

knowledge departs with them. The 60% five-year failure rate includes a meaningful share of operations

that simply could not survive the departure of the person who held everything together. In hotels, general

manager turnover produces similar knowledge loss at the property level, with each departure removing the

institutional memory of how that specific building, that specific market, and that specific staff configuration

operate together.

Federal data anchors: Federal data anchors: Mental health survey data (76% reporting symptoms, up from 56% in 2018; 47%
manager burnout); AHLA (65% of hotels understaffed, 2024); delivery platform market data (DoorDash 67%, 15–30% commissions);
franchise earnings data (51.5% of franchisees under $50K); National Restaurant Association (restaurant closure and failure rate
data); BLS JOLTS (separation rates indicating continuous knowledge departure).



S.J. B
rid

ger  |
  S

tru
ctural In

tellig
ence

S.J. Bridger  |  Structural Intelligence Brief  |  Accommodation &amp; Food Services Page 8

Revision conditions. This assessment reflects structural conditions measured as of March

2026 using the federal data sources cited above. Thinness would be revised from SEVERE

to ELEVATED if quits rate fell below 4.5% and median tenure rose above 3.0 years for two

consecutive measurement periods. Permission would be revised if the federal tipped

minimum wage was increased above $5.00/hr and FDA inspection coverage of high-risk

facilities exceeded 75%. Management would be revised if restaurant profit margins widened

to 8%+ and delivery platform commission exposure fell below 10% of food services revenue.

Absence would be revised if mental health symptom prevalence fell below 50%, manager

burnout below 30%, and succession planning infrastructure was documented at 60%+ of

independent restaurants. Reassessment is recommended if any of these conditions change

or after 18 months.

Federal Data Metrics

SOURCE METRIC READING

BLS JOLTS Monthly quits rate 7.0% (highest of any sector; all-industry avg 2.3%)

BLS CPS Median tenure 2.0 years (lowest of any sector; all-industry 3.9 years)

BLS OES Median hourly wage $14.92/hr (May 2024; all-occupation median $24.02)

BLS CPS Workforce under age 25 40% (overall labor force 12%)

BLS QCEW Establishments and employment 702,000 establishments, 13.5M workers (third-largest
sector)

National
Restaurant
Association

Five-year restaurant failure rate 60% close within 5 years; ~80% within 10 years

National
Restaurant
Association

Restaurant closures (2024) 72,000+ closures

FDA High-risk food facility inspection gap 40–49% uninspected within required timeframe

CDC Foodborne illness cases (annual) 48 million cases; 128,000 hospitalizations; 3,000 deaths

DOL Federal tipped minimum wage $2.13/hr (frozen since 1991; 35 years without adjustment)

BLS Union density 1.6% (private sector avg 5.9%; construction 15.4%)

Census/ACS Foreign-born food services workforce ~1.4 million workers (~23% of sector)

SEC DEF 14A CEO-to-worker pay ratios McDonald’s ~1,014:1; Starbucks ~6,666:1; Hilton ~577:1;
Marriott ~475:1

Industry
analysis

Profit margins 2–6% full-service; 6–9% limited-service; labor 35%, food
30–35% of revenue

This assessment draws on structural data from six primary federal sources. Accommodation and Food Services is a Tier 2 data
coverage sector: 14 metrics across multiple agencies. BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics): QCEW establishment data (702,000
establishments, 13.5M employment), JOLTS (quits rates by industry), CPS (tenure and demographics), OES (occupational wage
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data), union membership rates. FDA (Food and Drug Administration): Food facility inspection data, high-risk facility compliance,
enforcement actions, FSMA compliance tracking. CDC (Centers for Disease Control): Foodborne illness surveillance, FoodNet active
surveillance, outbreak investigation data, pathogen tracking. SEC (Securities and Exchange Commission): CEO pay ratios (DEF 14A
filings), leadership transitions, material weakness disclosures from publicly traded hospitality companies. Census Bureau:
Establishment counts, size distribution, Annual Business Survey data, County Business Patterns, Economic Census data. DOL
(Department of Labor): Tipped minimum wage data, child labor enforcement actions, Wage and Hour Division enforcement, H-2B
visa program statistics. Additional data from: National Restaurant Association (closure rates, industry economic impact), American
Hotel and Lodging Association (staffing recovery tracking), mental health survey data, delivery platform market analysis, franchise
earnings data (FDD Item 19 disclosures).

The 12 Public Dimensions

Twelve of the twenty Four Frequencies dimensions are measurable from publicly available federal data.

These dimensions describe the structural environment every organization in Accommodation & Food

Services inherits.

T1 · Capacity Buffer

702,000 establishments, 13.5M employment. 60% of restaurants fail within 5 years. 72,000+ closures in 2024.
Establishment base in permanent churn with no capacity buffer against demand fluctuation.

T2 · Workforce Depth

7.0% monthly quits rate (highest of any sector). 2.0-year median tenure (lowest of any sector). 75–130% annual
turnover. $14.92/hr median wage. 40% under 25. Thinnest workforce in the American economy by every measure.

T3 · Redundancy Depth

Workforce draws heavily from under-25 and immigrant populations. ~23% foreign-born in food services. Limited
demographic diversification compared to sector size. Recruitment pool competition intensifying with other service
sectors.

T5 · Velocity Tolerance

PE consolidation accelerating: Blackstone/Jersey Mike’s ($8B), Roark Capital/Subway, Inspire Brands portfolio.
Ghost kitchen market ~$65B. Each acquisition compresses already-thin margins through debt service and financial
optimization.

P1 · Response Authority

Union density 1.6% (among the lowest of any sector). $2.13/hr tipped minimum frozen since 1991. 98.4% of
workers without collective representation. Structural authority to raise concerns effectively absent for the vast
majority.

P2 · Regulatory Coverage

FDA 40–49% of high-risk facilities uninspected. CDC 48M foodborne illness cases/yr. State/local inspection
fragmentation. Child labor violations +89%. Enforcement architecture cannot reach the establishment base.

P3 · Wage Floor Architecture

Federal tipped minimum $2.13/hr since 1991 (35 years frozen). Tip credit enforcement depends on workers
self-reporting shortfalls. 7 states eliminated tipped minimum with comparable employment outcomes.

P5 · Boundary Enforcement

~1.4M foreign-born workers with authorization constraints. ICE workplace enforcement targeting food services.
ADA compliance gaps. Franchise disclosure regulations. Dram shop liability exposure varying by state.
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M1 · Information Completeness

2–6% profit margins (full-service). Labor 35% + food 35% = 70% of revenue in two volatile cost categories. Single
cost variable moving 3% can eliminate entire margin. Information about approaching failure arrives after the margin
is gone.

M3 · Decision Distance

CEO pay ratios: McDonald’s ~1,014:1, Starbucks ~6,666:1, Hilton ~577:1, Marriott ~475:1. Structural distance
between decision authority and operational reality among the widest in the economy.

M4 · Signal Fidelity

9 of 25 public restaurant companies changed CEO in 2024 (36% turnover). Each transition resets institutional
understanding. PE ownership introduces financial optimization pressure on already-minimal margins.

M5 · Feedback Integration

60% of operators lack supply chain visibility. Delivery platforms control customer data and demand signals. Ghost
kitchen model separates food production from customer relationship. Feedback loops structurally broken by
platform intermediation.

A1 · Knowledge Continuity

75–130% annual turnover means the average worker departs before completing one year. Institutional knowledge
never accumulates. Each shift operates on less experience than the shift before it lost a worker.

A2 · Mental Health Infrastructure

76% of workers report mental health symptoms (up from 56% in 2018). 47% of managers report burnout. No
sector-wide infrastructure to address conditions produced by the operating model itself.

The 8 Diagnostic-Only Dimensions

The following eight dimensions can only be scored through the Four Frequencies diagnostic engagement

using behavioral intelligence data from inside the organization. Federal data reveals the sector-level

structural conditions above. These dimensions reveal the organization-specific structural dynamics that

determine whether your organization is absorbing compensatory load for the sector-level weaknesses, or

compounding them.

T4 · Recovery Architecture

Whether the operation can absorb a key employee departure, a supplier failure, or a demand spike without
degrading food safety or service quality below the threshold that drives customer loss.

P4 · Escalation Integrity

Whether food safety concerns, harassment reports, or wage violations raised by line workers reach management
with sufficient weight to produce corrective action, given that 98.4% lack union representation.

M2 · Channel Integrity

Whether operational information (food safety incidents, customer complaints, equipment failures) changes shape
as it moves from line worker to shift manager to general manager to corporate.

M3d · Noise Ratio



S.J. B
rid

ger  |
  S

tru
ctural In

tellig
ence

S.J. Bridger  |  Structural Intelligence Brief  |  Accommodation &amp; Food Services Page 11

How much useful operational signal reaches decision-makers versus how much gets lost in POS data volume,
customer review noise, and multi-unit reporting aggregation.

A5 · Adaptation Capacity

Whether the organization can learn and adapt when conditions change (new menu, new technology, new
regulation) given that the workforce carrying current operational knowledge turns over 75–130% annually.

T2d · Substitution Readiness

Whether critical functions (executive chef, head bartender, hotel chief engineer) can continue if the person who
holds them departs. In operations running lean, one departure cascades across every shift.

A3 · Staffing Recovery

65% of hotels still understaffed (AHLA 2024). Restaurant staffing numerically recovered but compositionally
degraded: more part-time, less experienced, higher first-year tenure concentration.

A4 · Succession Depth

Independent restaurants: owner-operator as sole knowledge holder. 51.5% of franchisees earn <$50K. Hotel GM
turnover removes property-specific institutional memory. Knowledge concentrated in individuals whose departure
removes it entirely.

The gap between what federal data reveals (14 dimensions) and what the diagnostic

measures (all 20) is not a marketing device. It is the structural reality of organizational

intelligence. Public data shows the sector-level weather. The diagnostic shows whether your

roof leaks. In accommodation and food services, that distinction carries economic and public

health consequence: the sector-level conditions documented above create the environment

in which your organization operates. What the diagnostic reveals is whether your internal

food safety practices, your workforce retention architecture, and your knowledge continuity

are sufficient to operate sustainably within that environment. Or whether they are

compounding the sector’s structural vulnerabilities.

Structural Risk Scenarios

Structural conditions do not predict specific events. They define the envelope of probable outcomes. The

following scenarios are structurally plausible given current conditions. They are not forecasts. They are the

shapes that failure takes in a sector with this structural profile.

Margin Compression Cascade

A restaurant operating at 4% net margin runs on operational structures designed for that reality: labor

scheduled to the minute, food costs locked to suppliers, capacity utilization at maximum. When labor costs

increase 2%, food costs increase 4%, and delivery platform margins compress from 20% to 25%

simultaneously, the 4% margin becomes an operational crisis. The owner has no structural mechanism to

absorb the shock. The lease cannot be renegotiated overnight. The supplier contracts specify the cost

structure. The platform extraction happens per order. What was 4% net becomes negative. The operator

borrows against equity, defers maintenance, reduces headcount below safe levels, or closes. Across a
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sector operating at 2–6% margins, this is not a tail risk scenario. It is the baseline condition that 72,000

closures in 2024 made visible. The threshold is not whether disruption arrives. It is whether the

organization has built structural capacity to absorb it when it does. Most accommodation and food services

operations have not.

Food Safety Knowledge Departure

The line cook who manages food temperatures during rush service, the prep cook who knows which

vendors are reliable and which cut corners, the food safety manager hired last year who understands

HACCP procedures, the head chef who trains new staff on proper technique. At 75–130% annual turnover,

each of these departures creates a knowledge gap in the operation’s capability to maintain food safety

practices. The FDA cannot reach the operation (40–49% of high-risk facilities go uninspected). The state

health department inspects occasionally and grades inconsistently. The workers who remain operate

without union representation, making it difficult to surface safety concerns. The owner-operator, running

payroll, managing supplier relationships, and handling customer complaints, cannot simultaneously

supervise food safety practices across every shift. When multiple people depart in a short window–a shift

supervisor burns out, a prep cook moves, a manager quits–the institutional knowledge that once carried

the safety practices departs with them. The new hires who replace them have weeks, not years, of

experience. The operation continues serving food but the structural capacity to identify and correct unsafe

practices has degraded. A foodborne illness outbreak forces closure, reputational damage, legal liability,

and operational loss. The CDC documented 48 million cases annually. The structural evidence is that the

sector produces the conditions that make outbreaks predictable.

Platform Dependency Entrapment

A restaurant gradually shifts from dine-in to delivery as customer behavior changes and DoorDash

presence increases. Year one, delivery is 15% of revenue. Year two, 35%. Year three, 55%. At each step,

the delivery commissions are painful (15–30% of order value) but the restaurant adjusts menu pricing and

absorbs the cost. By year three, the restaurant’s unit economics are structured around delivery

dependence. The dine-in operation has contracted. The kitchen is optimized for delivery packaging, not

plate presentation. The staffing model assumes delivery volume. The platform becomes load-bearing.

Then DoorDash makes a business decision: reduce restaurant commission payout to improve unit

economics, deprioritize certain restaurants in ranking algorithms, or change fee structure. The restaurant

has no negotiating position. The platform controls the customer relationship, the demand signal, the pricing

display, and the delivery experience. The owner’s only options are absorb the new terms or lose access to

55% of revenue. In a 2–6% margin environment, this choice is not difficult. The margin disappears. The

business becomes unsustainable. The structural entrapment is invisible until the platform changes its

terms, at which point the restaurant discovers it has no alternatives. This is not a hypothetical scenario.

This is the current condition of the ghost kitchen market ($65 billion)–100% platform dependency, zero

customer relationship, and a business model that exists entirely at the platform’s discretion.

Cross-Cutting Theme Connections
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Three cross-cutting structural themes operate at elevated intensity in the Accommodation and Food

Services sector.

Food Safety

The CDC’s estimate of 48 million annual foodborne illness cases is the sector’s equivalent of

construction’s Fatal Four persistence pattern. The hazards are known. The protective measures are

established. The regulatory framework exists. But the enforcement architecture cannot inspect the

establishment base it governs (40–49% of high-risk facilities uninspected), the workforce that executes

food safety protocols turns over at 75–130% annually, and the workers who might report unsafe food

handling practices have the lowest union density (1.6%) and among the lowest wages ($14.92/hour

median) of any sector. The food safety gap is not a knowledge problem. It is a structural condition where

the operating model produces the very workforce instability that makes consistent food safety

implementation structurally difficult. This is the same pattern visible in construction’s inability to eliminate

the Fatal Four despite knowing exactly how to prevent them.

Workforce Fragility

No other sector in the American economy operates on a workforce this structurally thin. The combination

of the highest quits rate (7.0%), shortest tenure (2.0 years), lowest union density (1.6%), a frozen tipped

minimum wage ($2.13 since 1991), and 40% of the workforce under 25 creates a structural condition

where the labor force is in permanent departure. This is not a labor shortage in the conventional sense.

People are not unavailable for work. They are structurally incentivized to leave by the operating conditions

the sector creates. The 76% mental health symptom rate and 47% manager burnout rate are not separate

problems to be solved with wellness programs. They are measurements of what the operating model

produces in the people who work within it. The workforce fragility is not a market failure. It is a structural

feature of the operating model, and every other structural condition in this assessment compounds through

it.

Platform Dependency

The delivery platform economy has created a new structural Absence pattern that did not exist a decade

ago. DoorDash controls 67% of the food delivery market and extracts 15–30% commissions per order. For

a restaurant operating at 2–6% dine-in margins, a delivery order that costs 15–30% in platform fees either

runs at a loss or requires menu price increases that make the restaurant less competitive for dine-in

customers. The platform controls the customer relationship, the demand data, the delivery experience, and

the review ecosystem. The restaurant provides the food, the labor, the ingredients, and absorbs the margin

compression. This is a structural dependency. Once a restaurant’s revenue mix shifts toward delivery, the

platform becomes load-bearing for the business’s survival. The ghost kitchen model ($65 billion market)

takes this dependency to its conclusion: a food production operation with no customer relationship, no

dine-in revenue, and complete dependency on platform intermediation for every order. The structural

Absence is the customer relationship itself. It’s replaced by a platform that the restaurant does not own,

does not control, and cannot afford to lose.
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What This Means for Organizations in This Sector

The structural conditions identified in this assessment are familiar to anyone running a restaurant,

managing a hotel, or operating a franchise. The staffing challenges, the margin pressure, the delivery

platform negotiations, the food safety compliance requirements. These are the conditions hospitality

operators navigate every day. What this assessment adds is the structural architecture: how these

conditions interact, where they compound, and which conditions are within organizational control versus

which are sector-level forces.

Three structural observations emerge from this analysis. But first, the interaction mechanism. These four

frequencies do not merely coexist. They connect through specific structural pathways. A workforce turning

over at 75–130% annually (Thinness) means that food safety knowledge, operational procedures, and

customer relationship understanding must be continuously rebuilt. The regulatory architecture

(Permission) that should backstop this knowledge loss through inspection and enforcement cannot reach

the establishment base it governs, while the wage structure that drives the turnover has been frozen for 35

years. The management information systems (Management) that should signal approaching

failure–declining food quality, rising customer complaints, equipment maintenance backlogs–are degraded

by the same turnover that produces the Thinness: the people who would notice the signals leave before

they develop the pattern recognition to detect them. And the Absence conditions–mental health

deterioration, platform dependency, succession gaps–are simultaneously products of the other three

frequencies and accelerants of them. Each frequency’s degradation makes the others worse.

The workforce Thinness in this sector is not a problem to be solved. It is the structural condition through

which every other vulnerability compounds. Every Tier 1 and Tier 2 sector shows vulnerability in multiple

frequencies. What distinguishes accommodation and food services is that its Thinness is the most extreme

of any sector in the economy by every available federal measurement: shortest tenure, highest quits rate,

lowest wages, highest turnover rate. This means that interventions in any other frequency–better food

safety programs, improved management information systems, mental health support, succession

planning–must contend with a workforce that will be substantially different 12 months from now. For any

hospitality organization, the diagnostic question is not “how do we reduce turnover?” but “given that our

workforce will turn over 75–130% this year, are our food safety systems, management information

architecture, and knowledge transfer mechanisms designed for that reality, or are they designed for a

stable workforce we do not have?”

The tipped minimum freeze is this sector’s distinctive Permission signature. Other sectors show

Permission conditions through regulatory fragmentation (construction), compliance burden (financial

services), or enforcement gaps (healthcare). Accommodation and food services is the only sector where a

foundational element of the Permission architecture–the wage floor for a significant share of the

workforce–has been literally frozen for 35 years while every other cost in the economy has moved. The

structural consequence is not just low wages. It is a Permission architecture that structurally constrains the

workforce’s authority to advocate for better conditions, invest in skill development, or sustain tenure long

enough to develop the institutional knowledge that food safety and service quality require. Seven states

have eliminated the tipped minimum with no measurable damage to restaurant employment, suggesting
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that the freeze is not an economic necessity but a structural artifact that amplifies every other vulnerability

this assessment documents.

Platform dependency is creating structural Absence patterns that did not exist a decade ago and that the

sector has no framework for managing. The delivery platforms are not vendors. They are structural

intermediaries that now sit between restaurants and a growing share of their customers, extracting

15–30% of order value while controlling the customer relationship, the demand data, and the delivery

experience. For any hospitality organization, the diagnostic question is “what share of your revenue flows

through platforms you do not control, and what happens to your business if that platform changes its

terms, raises its commission, or deprioritizes your listing?” The ghost kitchen model answers that question

at its structural limit: 100% platform dependency, zero customer relationship, and a business model that

exists entirely at the platform’s discretion.

Methodology

The Four Frequencies framework measures structural resilience across four dimensions: Thinness (depth

of critical capacity), Permission (distribution of decision authority), Management (leadership and

operational effectiveness), and Absence (gaps in critical functions and their consequences). Each

frequency is assessed across five dimensions, for a total of twenty structural measurements.

Sector-level assessments draw on federal data mapped to the twelve publicly-measurable dimensions.

Organization-level diagnostics add behavioral intelligence from internal raters to score all twenty

dimensions. The combination produces the Structural Resilience Index (SRI), a composite score calibrated

to a five-band severity scale.

Severity terminology: MINIMAL (structural conditions within normal operating parameters, no dangerous

dependencies), MODERATE (early structural conditions that merit monitoring, concentration visible but not

yet load-bearing), ELEVATED (active structural conditions requiring attention, something finite is absorbing

extra load), SEVERE (significant structural vulnerability with compounding risk, damage spreads when

something breaks), CRITICAL (acute structural vulnerability requiring immediate intervention, multiple

failures compounding).
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What This Means for Your Organization

This brief describes the structural environment your organization operates inside. Whether these

sector-level conditions are amplified or mitigated within your specific organization depends on

your internal structural profile.

The Four Frequencies diagnostic measures all 20 dimensions for a single organization,

producing a 40-page structural analysis with the Structural Resilience Index.

sjbridger.com/organizations
contact@sjbridger.com

About S.J. Bridger

S.J. Bridger is a structural resilience diagnostics practice. We analyze the structural conditions that

determine whether organizations hold together when key people leave, when systems fail, and when the

relationships that carried institutional knowledge disappear. The Four Frequencies framework was

developed through forensic analysis of organizational failures across multiple sectors and refined through

diagnostic engagements that measure what traditional assessments miss.

Structural Intelligence Briefs are published assessments of sector-level conditions. They are updated

quarterly as federal data sources release new information. The Accommodation & Food Services brief is

the second in a series covering all 20 NAICS sectors.

DISCLAIMER: This Structural Intelligence Brief is a sector-level structural assessment based on publicly available federal data and the Four

Frequencies analytical framework. It does not constitute advice to any specific organization. It does not establish a consulting engagement,

advisory relationship, or professional obligation between S.J. Bridger and any reader or recipient.

Sector-level structural conditions described in this brief may or may not apply to any individual organization within the Accommodation & Food

Services sector. Organizational structural profiles vary based on internal conditions that are measurable only through diagnostic engagement.

Decisions regarding organizational strategy, workforce planning, risk management, or any other operational matter should not be based solely

on the sector-level findings in this document.

The severity scores, structural risk scenarios, and analytical observations in this brief reflect conditions as of the publication date. Federal data

sources update at varying intervals. This brief will be updated quarterly. Prior versions should not be relied upon after a subsequent version

has been published.

The Four Frequencies framework and Structural Resilience Index are proprietary analytical tools of S.J. Bridger. Reproduction of the

framework methodology, severity scoring system, or dimensional architecture without written permission is prohibited.

Copyright 2026 S.J. Bridger. All rights reserved. The Four Frequencies framework and Structural Resilience Index are proprietary analytical tools. This
brief may be shared in its entirety. Excerpts require attribution.


