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Thousands of hard-working waiters and waitresses are counting on Alaska lawmakers to protect their 
economic security in the current minimum wage debate.  Tipped workers like the waitress at your local diner 
are already struggling to get by, and a disproportionate number live in poverty.  And this hard-working group 
of workers (overwhelmingly women) is currently seeing its pay drop as economically squeezed customers 
leave smaller tips.  Moreover, economic studies show that, contrary to the restaurant industry’s claims, 
guaranteeing a strong minimum wage for tipped workers is simply not a major factor, one way or the other, 
in the economic health of the industries that employ these workers. 
 
1. More than 5,900 working Alaskans already struggle to get by on the minimum wage and tips.  
 

 Alaska has thousands of tipped workers – including at least 4,200 waiters and waitresses and 
1,700 bartenders alone, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).1  These workers 
represent nearly 2% of the state’s workforce – more than the number of the state’s elementary 
and middle school teachers combined.2  And the total number of Alaskans who rely on tips to get 
by is likely higher, since this number does not include tipped workers in other occupations. 
 

 But the BLS employer survey reports that as of 2007 Alaska’s waiters and waitresses earned just 
$9.67 an hour even after tips – about $2.50 more than the minimum wage at the time, but less 
than half of the average hourly wage in the state ($22.00).3  

 
 Over the course of a year, the average waiter or waitress earns $20,114 – just below the federal 

poverty line for a family of three in Alaska.4  In reality, even a single adult Alaskan can have 
trouble making ends meet on less than $10 per hour, and more realistic calculations find that a 
one-parent, one-child family needs to earn closer to $38,000 annually (about $18.28 per hour) to 
get by in Anchorage – and closer to $44,000 in rural Alaska.5  

 
2. Tipped workers need a strong minimum wage because they can’t count on tips. 
 

 Tips are notoriously erratic – varying based on broader economic trends, and from season-to-
season or even shift-to-shift.  This is especially true now, as national reports show that 
economically struggling customers are leaving smaller tips. 
 

 Workers who rely on tips are open to sudden pay drops that prevent them from paying their bills 
and caring for their families. 

 
 States that, unlike Alaska, allow employers to pay tipped workers less than the minimum wage 

under complicated “tip credit” systems have found that they are vulnerable to abuse that results 
in many tipped workers being paid very low wages and not receiving all of their tips. 

 
 Rejecting this approach, Alaska has followed the approach of other western states including 

California, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington by requiring employers to 
pay tipped workers the full minimum wage in order to ensure workers like the waitress at the 
local diner receive a dependable base income that cushions them against economic hardship. 

 



 
 
 

 
 

2 

3. Across the country, tipped workers are overwhelmingly working women, and a 
disproportionate share live in poverty. 

 
 NELP’s analysis of the Current Population Survey shows that 62% of tipped workers overall and 

72% of waiters and waitresses are women.  More than two-thirds of tipped workers are adults 21 
and older, and 86% of waiters and waitresses are over 19. 
 

 Tipped workers like waiters and waitresses face triple the poverty rate of the workforce as a 
whole, with one in seven living in poverty (14.9%). 

 
4. Studies of states and cities that have high tipped worker minimum wages consistently show 

that the tipped worker minimum wage – like the minimum wage in general – is simply not a 
major factor, one way or the other, in the economic health of the industries that employ these 
workers. 

 
 For example, a 2006 study the Fiscal Policy Institute found that the 10 states that had raised their 

minimum wages (and tipped worker minimum wages) between 1998 and 2003 had faster job 
growth in their small businesses than the 40 other states.6 

 
 In a 2006 study, Dartmouth economist Paul Wolfson found no evidence of job loss in the 

restaurant industries of 17 states and the District of Columbia that had raised their minimum 
wages and tipped worker minimum wages (the latter in 16 of those 18 jurisdictions).7 

 
 A University of California study of San Francisco’s restaurant industry found no restaurant 

closures, job loss, or substantial price increases after the city raised the minimum wage for all 
workers – including tipped workers – by $1.75 an hour in 2004.8 

 
 Even the National Restaurant Association’s own analysis of industry trends projects that Alaska 

will be one of the top five states in terms of restaurant job growth over the next decade —joining 
Nevada, another state that requires tipped workers be paid the full minimum wage ($6.85).9 

 
For more information, please contact Raj Nayak at 312-399-9904 (cell) or RNAYAK@NELP.ORG. 
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