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2026: how many trainees reach and keep employment
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

The bottleneck in culinary job placement is not a training shortage: it is margin. Supplier
renegotiation is the financial lever that decides whether a restaurant can sustain formal
employment or destroys it. With labor cost at 25–35% of revenue (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics) and youth unemployment in Latin America and the Caribbean at 13.8% —nearly
triple the adult rate— (ILO, Labour Overview 2024), a venue's break-even is decided on the
cost-of-goods-sold line. Every point of food cost variance that supplier renegotiation
recovers is formal payroll capacity. That is the finding that changes the decision now.

🔬  M a s t e r e s t a u r a n t  S t u d y  /  S e c t o r  S y n t h e s i s Expert synthesis · cited industry sources · 12 min read

· 2026-07-17

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

This analysis synthesizes real public data from the ILO, IDB, World Bank, National Restaurant Association and
ReFED (2024–2025) to answer a question that multilateral banking program officers and restaurant owners
share: how many trainees reach culinary employment, and how many stay? The reading, signed by Diego F.
Parra and Masterestaurant, places the problem where it is actually decided —the restaurant's financial pillar—
and not in the rhetoric of training.

The premise is uncomfortable: a placement program can deliver hundreds of graduates with impeccable Open
Badges micro-credentials, but if the restaurant that hires them runs an out-of-control food cost with no supplier
renegotiation, formal payroll is the first casualty of the adjustment. Retention —the indicator that truly moves
SDG 8— is decided in the cost structure, not in the employer's goodwill.

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

Side-by-side comparison

PLACEMENT/RETENTION METRIC CITED FIGURE

(ORGANIZATION + YEAR)

LAC youth unemployment
(entry barrier, all segments)

✕ 13.8% in 2024, nearly triple the adult rate ✓ ILO, Labour Overview 2024
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PLACEMENT/RETENTION METRIC CITED FIGURE

(ORGANIZATION + YEAR)

Informality — growth of female
informal employment LAC

✕ 22.8% (fast casual and QSR, high front-
of-house turnover)

✓ ILO/ECLAC, Labour
Overview 2024

Labor cost over revenue
(ceiling that limits formal
payroll)

✕ 25–35% of revenue (full service at the
high end)

✓ U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2024

Front-of-house tip dependence
(income fragility)

✕ 58.5% of servers' income; 54% of
bartenders'

✓ NELP 2024

Margin trapped in US
foodservice waste
(recoverable via suppliers)

✕ USD 157 billion; 14% of sector sales
(2024)

✓ ReFED 2025

LAC mobile banking (viability
of formal payroll and scoring)

✕ 37% of adults with a mobile-money
account (+15 pts vs. 2021)

✓ World Bank, Global Findex
2025

Sector's macro weight as
employer (multi-unit and
groups)

✕ USD 1.4 trillion direct, 6% of US GDP
(2024)

✓ National Restaurant
Association 2024

Finding 1 — How many trained workers land and stay in restaurant jobs?
The bottleneck isn't training—it's the margin that funds the job. A program can graduate hundreds
with flawless micro-credentials, yet retention is decided by the cost structure of the restaurant that
hires them.

Per the ILO (Labour Overview 2024), youth unemployment in Latin America and the Caribbean hit 13.8% in
2024, nearly triple the adult rate: talent is available, profitable jobs are scarce. And the ground is fragile—more
than 2,000 restaurants closed in Colombia in a single year, per Acodrés (El Tiempo, 2024). I've seen it in dozens
of operations: the graduate arrives, but if food cost is out of control and there's no supplier renegotiation, formal
payroll is the first casualty of the adjustment. The metric that moves SDG 8—retention—is settled at the register,
not in the rhetoric of training. Every point of food cost variance recovered on the merchandise line frees direct
payroll capacity.

Finding 2 — Supplier renegotiation is the financial lever that sustains employment
With labor cost at 25–35% of revenue, per the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, a restaurant running 35% food
cost has no room to pay formally; one that renegotiates down to 30% recovers five points that fund full shifts
with benefits. That's the causal mechanism linking finance and jobs. At Masterestaurant, Diego F. Parra puts it
plainly: merchandise is the only large line where margin is negotiated week to week, not decreed. The U.S. sec‐
tor contributes USD 1.4 trillion directly to GDP—6% of the total, per the National Restaurant Association (2024)
—yet that volume coexists with single-digit net margins. Without purchasing discipline, formalizing labor be‐
comes a luxury the cash flow can't afford. Food waste is money that already left the register and never sold a
plate or paid a wage. U.S. foodservice threw away USD 157 billion in surplus food in 2024—14% of sector
sales, per ReFED (2025)—and 78.4% of those 12.4 million tons ended in landfill.
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Finding 3 — Waste is invisible food cost that steals formal jobs from the floor
Translated to payroll: every dollar of waste recovered through better purchasing and portioning is a dollar avail‐
able to sustain a formal job. Supplier renegotiation attacks both ends—entry price and order size—and cuts the
surplus rotting today. Globally, food loss and waste cost roughly USD 1 trillion a year, per the UNFCCC (2024).
An owner who sees waste as invisible food cost, not inevitable garbage, finds there the budget his HR speech
couldn't locate. Informality isn't a cultural choice: it's what remains when the margin can't cover payroll on the
books. Female informal employment in Latin America grew 22.8% in 2024, versus 15.7% for men, per
ILO/ECLAC (Labour Overview 2024). The restaurant floor, heavily feminized, absorbs that bias fully. It worsens
because income depends on volatile tips: they make up 58.5% of a server's earnings and 54% of a bartender's,
per NELP (2024).

Finding 4 — Informality is the default when the register can't pay formally
When a restaurant doesn't renegotiate inputs and its food cost spikes, it cuts formal hours and pushes staff into
informality and tips as a lifeline. Seen this way, supplier renegotiation isn't a purchasing topic: it's employment
policy. Stabilizing merchandise cost is the precondition for stabilizing the contract. Credentials certify the worker
but don't fund the job that must hold them. A graduate with flawless Open Badges enters a market where the
employer faces thin margins and input volatility. If the restaurant doesn't control its food cost variance through
supplier renegotiation, the graduate's training collides with a payroll the business can't sustain. I see it over and
over: graduation is measured, retention isn't. The U.S. sector moves USD 3.5 trillion counting its total impact—
15.6% of GDP, per the National Restaurant Association (2024)—and still operates on the edge. Multilateral
banks financing insertion should demand, alongside graduation metrics, an employer financial-health indicator:
food cost under control and active purchasing agreements.

Finding 5 — Why micro-credentials aren't enough to guarantee retention
Without that pillar, the credential documents a job the cost structure has already condemned. The right metric
isn't how many graduate, but how many remain formally employed at twelve months. And that number correlates
with the restaurant's financial discipline, not the course's quality. An employer who renegotiates suppliers and
holds food cost below 32%—the recommended maximum per dish—can offer full shifts with benefits; one who
buys without negotiating cannot. Context confirms it: more than 2,000 restaurants closed in Colombia in a year,
per Acodrés (2024), and regional youth unemployment hit 13.8%, per the ILO (2024). At Masterestaurant we
recommend that every insertion program audit the receiving restaurant with the same rigor it audits the trainee.
Measuring the employer's register—its food cost, its purchasing agreements, its break-even—is measuring the
real probability that the trainee lands and, above all, stays. Before placing a graduate, the program officer must
verify the receiving restaurant has the cash to sustain the job.

Finding 6 — What the program officer must demand before signing the placement
That means documented food cost below 32%, active supplier renegotiation agreements, and a break-even cal‐
culated without loading payroll onto the plate. Digital tools already enable this: 37% of adults in the region re‐
ported a mobile-money account in 2024, up 15 points from 2021, per the World Bank (Global Findex 2025), eas‐
ing formal payments and purchasing traceability. The mistake I see over and over is placing by the employer's
goodwill rather than operational solvency. Supplier renegotiation is the financial exam that separates the restau‐
rant that creates jobs from the one that destroys them at the first adjustment. Signing without that data is docu‐
menting a retention that won't exist. The weak link is not between the program and the graduate, but between
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the graduate and a financially sustainable formal job. According to the ILO (Labour Overview 2024), youth un‐
employment in Latin America and the Caribbean reached 13.8% in 2024, nearly triple the adult rate: talent is
available, profitable jobs are missing.

Finding 7 — Where the chain between training and retaining breaks
Informality is the default destination when the restaurant cannot pay formally. The growth of female informal em‐
ployment in LAC reached 22.8% in 2024 versus 15.7% for men (ILO/ECLAC, 2024): the highly feminized dining
room absorbs that bias. Supplier renegotiation is the causal mechanism connecting finance and employment:
every point of food cost variance recovered on the goods line frees payroll capacity. With USD 157 billion —14%
of sector sales— trapped in surplus food in the US (ReFED 2025), the margin that funds formal employment is,
literally, on the negotiation table with the supplier.

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

Myth vs. reality: what truly decides culinary job placement

PLACEMENT BARRIER

A ·  P L A C E M E N T / R E T E N T I O N  M E T R I C Lack

of young-talent training

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Lack of profitable

formal jobs (LAC youth unemployment
13.8%, ILO 2024)

Verdict: The barrier is on the demand side: talent is plentiful, financially sustainable jobs are
missing.

RETENTION LEVER

A ·  P L A C E M E N T / R E T E N T I O N  M E T R I C

Retention programs and workplace climate

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

margin that sustains formal payroll
(supplier renegotiation)

Verdict: Retention lives or dies on prime cost before workplace climate.
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SOURCE OF MARGIN FOR PAYROLL

A ·  P L A C E M E N T / R E T E N T I O N  M E T R I C Raise

menu prices

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Recover food

cost variance with suppliers (14% of sales
in waste, ReFED 2025)

Verdict: The cleanest margin is at the supplier negotiation table, not in the ticket.

ROLE OF MICRO-CREDENTIALS

A ·  P L A C E M E N T / R E T E N T I O N  M E T R I C

Employability guarantee on their own

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

the margin already sustains the formal role

Verdict: Open Badges retain talent a profitable job could already create; they do not create it
alone.

DEVELOPMENT INDICATOR MOVED

A ·  P L A C E M E N T / R E T E N T I O N  M E T R I C

Number of trained graduates

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

formal jobs created (SDG 8, decent work)

Verdict: The indicator that matters to multilateral banking is formal retention, not graduate
throughput.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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What the training narrative claims M Y T H

What the financial data says M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

"Train more people and they get placed and stay": training is necessary but not sufficient.✕

An Open Badges micro-credential guarantees employability on its own.✕

The retention problem is an attitude issue of the young worker.✕

Formal employment depends on the owner's will, not on their cost structure.✕

With labor cost at 25–35% of revenue (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2024), formal payroll only
survives if contribution margin sustains it.

✓

Supplier renegotiation recovers part of the 14% of sales trapped in foodservice waste (ReFED 2025),
and that margin funds employment.

✓

58.5% of front-of-house income depends on tips (NELP 2024): fragile income that erodes retention.✓

LAC youth unemployment of 13.8% (ILO 2024) is a demand barrier —profitable formal jobs are
missing—, not just a talent-supply issue.

✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

PLACEMENT/RETENTION METRIC CITED FIGURE

(ORGANIZATION + YEAR)

LAC youth unemployment
(entry barrier, all segments)

✕ 13.8% in 2024, nearly triple the adult rate ✓ ILO, Labour Overview 2024

Informality — growth of female
informal employment LAC

✕ 22.8% (fast casual and QSR, high front-
of-house turnover)

✓ ILO/ECLAC, Labour
Overview 2024

Labor cost over revenue
(ceiling that limits formal
payroll)

✕ 25–35% of revenue (full service at the
high end)

✓ U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2024

Front-of-house tip dependence
(income fragility)

✕ 58.5% of servers' income; 54% of
bartenders'

✓ NELP 2024
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PLACEMENT/RETENTION METRIC CITED FIGURE

(ORGANIZATION + YEAR)

Margin trapped in US
foodservice waste
(recoverable via suppliers)

✕ USD 157 billion; 14% of sector sales
(2024)

✓ ReFED 2025

LAC mobile banking (viability
of formal payroll and scoring)

✕ 37% of adults with a mobile-money
account (+15 pts vs. 2021)

✓ World Bank, Global Findex
2025

Sector's macro weight as
employer (multi-unit and
groups)

✕ USD 1.4 trillion direct, 6% of US GDP
(2024)

✓ National Restaurant
Association 2024

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

The scorecard: real external figures framing 2026 job placement

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

13.8%
LAC youth unemployment 2024
(formal-job demand barrier)

22.8%
Growth of female informal employment
LAC 2024 (vs. 15.7% men)

35%
Labor-cost-over-revenue ceiling (25–35% range)

58.5%
Share of servers' income dependent on tips (fragility)

157
US foodservice surplus food 2024 (14%

of sales, margin recoverable via suppliers)

B  U S D

37%
LAC adults with a mobile-money
account 2024 (+15 pts vs. 2021)
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The numbers, visualized

LAC youth unemployment 2024 (formal-job demand barrier)

13.8%

Growth of female informal employment LAC 2024 (vs. 15.7% men)

22.8%

Labor-cost-over-revenue ceiling (25–35% range)

35%

Share of servers' income dependent on tips (fragility)

58.5%

US foodservice surplus food 2024 (14% of sales, margin recoverable via suppliers)

157
B USD

LAC adults with a mobile-money account 2024 (+15 pts vs. 2021)

37%

Sources: ILO, Labour Overview 2024 · ILO/ECLAC, Labour Overview 2024 · U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2024 ·
NELP 2024 · ReFED 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“The mistake I see again and again: the owner blames staff turnover for an unpayable payroll, when the
cause is on the line above. In a 3-location full service we reviewed supplier contracts before touching the
roster; recovering food cost variance at the negotiation table freed the margin needed to formalize three
kitchen roles that had been day-wage. It was not an employment program: it was prime cost under control.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant — reading of the 2026 synthesis

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

How to position yourself: turning supplier renegotiation into formal jobs

1 Measure your food cost variance before negotiating
Before sitting with the supplier, calculate your real food cost per dish and the deviation against
the theoretical. With recommended food cost ≤32% per dish as the maximum, every point
above is leaked margin. According to ReFED (2025), US foodservice leaves USD 157 billion —
14% of its sales— in surplus food: a fraction of that is your negotiation lever.
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2 Renegotiate on data, not on relationship
Bring consolidated volume, payment terms and measured waste to the table. Short supply
chains (SSC) and direct purchasing cut intermediaries and food cost variance. According to the
World Bank (Global Findex 2025), 37% of LAC adults already operate with mobile money (+15
points vs. 2021): payment traceability gives you negotiating power and scoring.

3 Redirect the recovered margin to formal payroll
Break-even rules: with labor cost at 25–35% of revenue (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2024),
every point of margin renegotiation frees can sustain a formal role instead of a day-wage one.
Turn the saving into contracts with social security, not short-term profit.

4 Close the loop with training and micro-credentials
Once the margin sustains payroll, training with Open Badges micro-credentials retains talent.
LAC youth unemployment of 13.8% (ILO 2024) is not solved by training alone: it is solved by
creating profitable formal jobs that absorb the trainees. That is the link that closes SDG 8.

FA Q

Frequently asked questions on job placement and supplier renegotiation

Why does supplier renegotiation decide formal employment in a restaurant?

Because the margin that funds formal payroll comes out of prime cost, and the goods line is the most
negotiable. With 14% of sector sales trapped in surplus food (ReFED 2025) and labor cost at 25–35% of
revenue (BLS 2024), every point recovered from suppliers is formal-hiring capacity.

How many trainees stay in culinary employment?

Retention is decided in the cost structure, not only in training. LAC youth unemployment of 13.8% (ILO 2024)
and 58.5% of servers' income depending on tips (NELP 2024) show that without profitable formal jobs, the
graduate falls into informality. The retention figure depends on the employer's margin.

Do micro-credentials guarantee placement?

Not on their own. The Open Badges micro-credential is necessary but not sufficient: if the restaurant does not
control its food cost variance, there is no formal role to absorb it. According to the ILO (2024), the problem is one
of profitable formal-job demand, not just of trained-talent supply.
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How does an owner measure renegotiation's impact on payroll?

By calculating the recovered food cost variance and translating it into contribution-margin points. With break-
even as reference and the ecosystem's cash control, you verify the saving reaches formal contracts. The 37%
mobile banking rate in LAC (World Bank, Global Findex 2025) makes that payroll traceable.

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

El restaurante como PRIMER
empleo

51% de los adultos tuvo su primer empleo en el
sector

National Restaurant
Association 2026

Empleados nacidos fuera de
EE. UU.

23% de la fuerza laboral del sector (2026)
National Restaurant
Association 2026

Empleados que hablan otro
idioma en casa

30% (2026)
National Restaurant
Association 2026

Empleos nuevos del turismo y la
hospitalidad 2024

27.4 millones creados en 2024
WTTC 2024 (vía EHL
Insights)

Pérdidas y desperdicios de
alimentos en ALC

≈127 millones de toneladas al año (~223 kg por
persona)

BID — Plataforma
#SinDesperdicio

Meta ODS 12.3
(#SinDesperdicio)

reducir 50% el desperdicio de alimentos per cápita
a 2030; pilotos en México, Colombia y Argentina

BID — #SinDesperdicio
(RG-T3880)
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