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With 14.7 million employees and annual sales 

of $799 billion in 2017, the restaurant industry 

makes up 10% of the U.S. workforce and is a 

significant economic contributor.  Despite the 

relatively massive size of the industry, it is not 

impervious to disruptive technologies that are 

causing shifts in the workforce and changing 

consumer expectations.

With the rise of new technology that is 

disrupting everything from customer service 

to supply chain management, restaurants and 

other food services companies will need to be 

nimble to remain ahead of the competition. 

A large part of being ahead of trends hinges 

on hiring executives and managers with the 

right skills and experience to take advantage 

of new technologies that appeal to various 

demographics.

The changing face of the 
workforce

The food service industry is undergoing a 

demographic shift as older Americans take 

jobs in the sector. In an industry historically 

dominated by younger workers, these changing 

demographics are creating challenges and 

opportunities for restaurants and other food 

service outlets.

The number of people employed in food service 

aged 55 to 64 increased 47% to 711,000 from 

2011 to 2017, according to data from the Bureau 

of Labor Statistics.  Workers 65 and older grew 

40% to 233,000 during the same period.  

That compares with a 24% climb in employees 

16 to 19 years old, the group with the third-

largest increase. While the biggest number 

of employees still fit into the 20 to 34 year-old 

range, their ranks are not growing as quickly. 

As the dynamics of the restaurant workforce 

are changing throughout organizations from 

the Board level to those directly serving 

customers, smart management teams 

are changing their practices. Food service 

establishments will need to appeal workers, 

offer training that resonates with both groups 

and implement technology that is easy to use.

However finding a training and management 

style that resonates with older workers and 

younger millennial or Gen Z staff will be a 

challenge. Many restaurants are working 

to personalize training and development, 

and create career paths to retain workers.  

With a low unemployment rate of 3.7% as 

of September 2018, these moves will likely 

increase as restaurants compete with other 

industries for workers. 

Besides attracting workers, restaurants need 

to make sure they appeal to shifting consumer 

tastes. That means understanding what 

younger people want in a restaurant versus 

appealing to older tastes. Many restaurants are 

finding they cannot be all things to all people.

Since 74% of millennials cite healthy dining 

options as part of their criteria for choosing a 

restaurant, many restaurants are adding menu 

items or shifting direction to incorporate lower 

calorie options. Chains such as Lyfe Kitchen 
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and sweetgreen offer lower calorie meals 

using fresh ingredients, many of which are 

organic and sustainable. 

But some restaurants are finding a niche by 

appealing to the increasing number of baby 

boomers who are dining out. Companies such 

as Applebee’s and Chili’s are abandoning 

changes made to appeal to younger 

generations and returning to focus on older 

diners by simplifying menus and emphasizing 

classics such as burgers, fajitas and margaritas. 

Understanding and appealing to workers 

and consumers with varying needs and 

preferences can position restaurants for 

future growth. Restaurants need look to other 

industries for executives with the skills needed 

to adapt to demographic changes.

Technology disrupters

Appealing to various demographics is only 

part of the disruption picture. Demand for 

technology innovation is also changing 

how food service companies do business. 

Restaurants are quickly implementing new 

technology that is changing everything from 

how they interact with customers to supply 

chain management to marketing.

Many restaurants, particularly those in the 

fast-casual space, are adding kiosks and 

tablet ordering stations.

With nearly two-thirds of U.S. customers 

already using web or mobile applications to 

order food, having the technology in place to 

process these orders is critical. But many do 

not want to have an app for every restaurant, 

so easing cross-channel ordering is a large 

way many restaurants will compete.

Restaurants like Wingstop are turning to 

chatbots to facilitate ordering, often through 

social media. These automated intelligence 

programs mimic talking with a human either 

via audio or text, easing the ordering process.   

With the prediction that 85% of enterprise-

customer relationships will be managed 

without human interaction by 2020, getting 

ahead of the competition can help food 

services locations capture market share.  

The rise of third-party online ordering and 

delivery services such as GrubHub, Seamless 

and UberEats continues to alter the landscape 

for many restaurants, opening channels to 

new customers. In order to fully capitalize on 

new revenue, restaurants will need to invest 

in technology that can integrate these online 

orders into their production and accounting 

systems. 

Online ordering, in-store kiosks and tablet 

ordering also present an opportunity to  capture 

more customer data around preferences. This 

can help restaurants spot shifts in demand 

and help drive menu changes. By quickly 

responding to trends, restaurants can create 

loyal customers. 

Yet not all new technology is customer facing. 

Distributed ledger technology, commonly 

referred to as Blockchain, is transforming 

restaurant supply chains by tracking 
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food supplies from their origins to tables. 

Restaurants can accurately represent their 

offerings and quickly trace issues back to the 

source, increasing transparency. 

But all this technology and data will need 

to be managed by those with the right skills 

and experience. Companies need to look for 

executives and Board members with experience 

in implementing and managing new technology 

to give them a competitive advantage.

How Boards and the 
C-Suite need to change

Companies need to expand their search 

for Board members and C-suite executives 

beyond the restaurant industry to other areas 

of hospitality to gain important skills. Potential 

areas to diversify executive skills include: 

human resources, training, development, 

digital technology, ecommerce, marketing 

and finance.

The amount of data generated as new 

technology is implemented means restaurants 

will need to have expertise in how to mine 

information for insights and respond to trends. 

The information technology department of the 

future will need to have expertise in building 

and maintaining customer-facing and back-

office systems in diverse locations. Human 

resources professionals will need to design 

training programs that reach workers of all ages, 

and devise career paths for varying needs.

Because many restaurant companies are 

smaller in size and often have private equity 

backers, there has been less emphasis 

on diversity at the Board level. But that is 

changing. As companies are evolving from 

privately held entities to having more public 

investors, there is more pressure to find 

diverse talent for Boards and executive ranks. 

Conclusion

Restaurants need to look outside the industry 

to add those with the right skills to understand 

the opportunities created by disruption in 

the industry. Adding younger executives and 

Board members to work alongside industry 

veterans can help companies appeal to a wide 

range of demographics. Finding those with the 

technological expertise to take advantage of 

innovations can help restaurants stay ahead of 

the competition and gain market share.
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Ferguson Partners

With an emphasis on the right fit,  

Ferguson Partners offers services in executive 

and Director recruitment,. We also offer a full 

range of leadership services including CEO and 

senior executive succession planning, leadership 

assessment and coaching, and team effectiveness. 

FPL Associates

Focusing on a wide array of business needs, FPL 

Associates assists with the assessment, design and 

implementation of compensation programs. We also 

provide organizational, financial & strategic consulting, 

bringing a wealth of industry and category-specific 

expertise to a broad range of projects..

FPL is a global professional services firm that 

specializes in providing executive and Board  

search and  leadership, compensation, and  

management consulting solutions to the real  

estate and a select group of related industries. 

Our committed senior professionals bring a 

wealth of expertise and category-specific 

knowledge to leaders across the real estate, 

infrastructure, hospitality and leisure, and healthcare  

services sectors.  
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