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WHAT IF  
A FAST-FOOD  
RESTAURANT  
PAID $17  
AN HOUR?

Four years ago, a 
Chick-fil-A operator 
decided to try. Here’s 
how it turned out.
by F R A N C E S D O D D S

Feature

June 2022  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M   /  65Photographs  /  A M Y L O M B A R D

→LIVING WAGE LEAP
Eric Mason gave the 
employees of his 
Sacramento, California, 
Chick-fil-A a big pay 
bump in 2018. 



 A little over four years 
ago, on a clear, sunny 
day in Sacramento, 
California, a TV news 
crew pulled up to a 
Chick-fil-A at the cor-
ner of a busy inter-
section. An American 

flag fluttered on a pole in the 
parking lot, and palm trees 
swayed above the Ford dealer-
ship across the street. The crew 
was there for a feel-good story.

“Imagine making $17 an hour 
working at a fast-food restau-
rant,” a local ABC anchor said, 
introducing the segment. “And 
you’d get sick time, personal 
days, vacation days. Well, that 
is going to be the reality for one  
Chick-fil-A here in Sacramento.” 

The protagonist of this 
happy tale was Eric Mason, 
the operator of the Chick-fil-A 
in question. A former baseball 
player, Mason has a dense, 
athletic build, with a clean-
shaven head and expressive 
brown eyes. “They’re trying to 
survive,” he said of his employ-
ees at the time. “When we go 
to the living wage, we’re look-
ing for people trying to raise 
families and improve their 
lifestyles.”

In news clips from that day, 
Mason can be seen working 
the register in an Oxford but-
ton-down, bustling to tables 
with trays of chicken sand-
wiches and chatting up custom-
ers. “Enjoy!” he says, doling 
out fresh waffle fries to a party 
of teens. He is the picture of 
confidence, and competence.

But looking back on that 
moment, he admits, “I was 
scared. I was super scared. I 
didn’t know if it was going to 
work entirely.” 

FROM WHERE WE’RE sitting 
now, the question of if—and 
how—Eric Mason’s “living 
wage” experiment worked 

out may prove interesting to 
a lot of people, because a lot 
has changed in four years. 
At this stage in the “Great 
Resignation,” a fast-food 
restaurant paying $17 an hour 
doesn’t sound so crazy. An 
industry report by Black Box 
Intelligence and Snagajob cited 
a 144% turnover rate among 
hourly workers at limited-ser-
vice restaurants in June 2021, 
with 70% more job vacan-
cies than pre-pandemic lev-
els. According to the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, by that 
same month, the average non-
supervisory fast-food work-
er’s wages had jumped 10% to 
hover around $13 an hour. Last 
spring, McDonald’s announced 
they’ll be raising wages to an 
average of $15 an hour in all 

chisees, and it’s true that the 
transition is not for the faint 
of heart: It involves more than 
extra dollars on a paycheck. 
Often, it requires a full business 
makeover. It may mean shifting 
to a smaller, mostly full-time 
staff. When done well, it also 
means offering benefits, and 
a demonstrable trajectory for 
career growth. But in return, 
business owners can create 
a more empowered, autono-
mous culture that allows them 
a semblance of work-life bal-
ance—all while steeply reduc-
ing turnover, which experts 
estimate costs restaurants 
between $2,000 and $6,000 
per employee. When your turn-
over rate is 144%, that’s simply 
untenable. 

“People are looking at reten-

company-owned stores by 
2024 and encouraged franchi-
sees to follow suit. So sure, 
$17 is still high, but not exactly 
hard to imagine.

“The natural market has 
pushed rates toward that level 
or higher in some instances,” 
says Clint Smith, the founder 
and CEO of CareerPlug, a hir-
ing software company in Austin 
that works with franchises. 
“You almost can’t afford to pay 
a lot less right now because you 
just won’t attract enough peo-
ple, or the right people.”

This is a story about com-
pensation, yes—but really, it’s a 
story about big-picture changes 
that more and more franchises 
are starting to consider. Paying 
a “living wage” may still seem 
out of reach to many fran-
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IT WAS ONE STEP FORWARD, TWO STEPS BACKWARD. I WAS HERE 
MONDAY THROUGH SATURDAY TILL TWO IN THE MORNING, 
SOAKING WET. AND I WAS JUST LIKE, I’M 45, 46...I CAN’T DO THIS 
ANOTHER 30 YEARS. I WAS SEARCHING FOR THE SOLUTION.”
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tion strategies more than I’ve 
ever seen before,” Smith says. 
“In the past it’s always been, 
how can we do more recruit-
ing? But people have reached a 
point where they’re like, ‘This 
is not sustainable. We just can’t 
do the same thing anymore. 
We can’t keep trying to replace 
employees, we’ve got to find a 
way to hang on to them.’”

And on that subject, Eric 
Mason has earned some brag-
ging rights.

“Our retention is around 
76%,” he says, “which—com-
pared to the rest of the indus-
try—I’m super proud of. Those 
are less uniforms to buy, and 
less training, which is really 
expensive. The last 18 months 
have been a roller coaster ride, 
and I’ve experienced what 
everyone else has. Sometimes I 
say we’ve gotten donkey-kicked 
in the stomach week by week. 
But my crew just keeps show-
ing up. So I haven’t really gone 
through the huge [hiring] flux 
some of my peers have faced.”

In other words, Mason’s big 
gamble worked out pretty well.

“It was the best decision I 
ever made as a business owner,” 
he says. “Just from a sales stand-
point, when we switched over, 
we were right around the $5 mil-
lion mark, and this year we’ll hit 
over $11 million in sales. That’s a 
lot of chicken.”

MASON’S LEAP INTO the living 
wage model came at a moment 
of personal crisis. He’d been 
given a moonshot opportu-
nity—the chance to be a Chick-
fil-A franchisee—but things 
hadn’t played out as he’d 
hoped. “I was not in a good 
spot,” he says. “Two, three 
years into my life at Chick-fil-A, 
I was struggling.”

Mason had received the 
offer to open the Sacramento 
location on Madison Avenue in 

2015. At the time, he was liv-
ing in New Orleans and work-
ing as the director of a medical 
malpractice insurance com-
pany. Before that, he’d spent 17 
years developing sales teams 
for a commercial insurance 
company—moving all over the 
country with his wife and their 
four kids. He didn’t know any-
thing about restaurants, but 
Chick-fil-A kept calling him 
back. Around 80,000 people 
apply to become Chick-fil-A 
operators every year, and 
just 100 are chosen—less than 
0.5%—so the selection process 
is extremely competitive. It’s 
worth noting that Chick-fil-A’s 
franchise model is unusual, in 
that initial franchisee buy-in is 
just $10,000, since the parent 
brand maintains ownership 

But Mason hadn’t been fully 
prepared for how grueling the 
work of running a quick-ser-
vice restaurant could be—espe-
cially one that serves 3,000 
people a day. “It was one step 
forward, two steps backward,” 
he says. “I was here Monday 
through Saturday till two in 
the morning, soaking wet. 
And I was just like, ‘I’m 45, 46. 
There’s no way I can do this 
for another 30 years.’ I was 
searching for the solution.”

Mason’s problem will be 
familiar to anyone who’s 
worked at a fast-food restau-
rant; in fact, many probably 
assume it’s an inherent part of 
doing business in that sector. 
With a constantly changing 
part-time staff, many of whom 
only work 10-20 hours a week, 

over all real estate and equip-
ment, and takes a hefty cut: 
15% of gross sales, and 50% of 
net profits. This is why Chick-
fil-A franchisees are called 
“owner/operators” instead of  
just “owners.” Still, Chick-fil-A 
restaurants have brought in by 
far the most of any fast-food 
franchise in recent years (2020 
data from QSR showed the 
brand averaged $5 million per 
location, compared to $2.9 mil-
lion at McDonald’s). 

So when Mason got the call, 
he says, “I thought they had 
the wrong Eric Mason. I really 
did.” He and his wife—his high 
school sweetheart—were both 
from Scotts Valley, California, 
and her dad had stage four mel-
anoma. All signs were pointing 
west, toward home.

IT’S SURPRISING HOW FAST WE WON THE WAR ON TURNOVER. I 
KNOW A LOT OF FRANCHISEES HIRING, 10, 15 PEOPLE A MONTH... 
WE MIGHT ONLY HIRE THREE, FOUR, FIVE PEOPLE IN A QUARTER. 
OUR AVERAGE EMPLOYEE TENURE WAS OVER FOUR YEARS.”
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it’s difficult to build anything 
lasting. “You set out a vision or 
a game plan—whether it’s food 
safety, innovations in the drive-
through, or just basic stuff like 
turning off the equipment and 
lights at the end of the night,” 
Mason says. “Things weren’t 
getting done because there were 
so many things going on in each 
person’s life. And you know, 
that’s just life. But [with a bigger 
staff and more turnover] there’s 
more drama, complacency, 
irresponsibility.” 

In April 2018, Mason went 
down to Austin on a company 
“excellence trip,” and there he 
met a Chick-fil-A operator named 
Jeff Glover, who had imple-
mented a living wage model all 
the way back in 1999. “It hit me 
like a ton of bricks,” Mason says. 
“That is going to work with my 
personality.” He came home, met 
with his leadership team, and 
implemented the plan several 
weeks later. He knew it wouldn’t 
be a cakewalk, but he was ready 
for the challenge.

“I realized that if I hired full-

time employees, I didn’t need 
120 of them,” Mason says. “I 
only needed 70, 75 full-tim-
ers. But what do you do with 
your existing 100-plus employ-
ees who aren’t going to fit 
into the full-time model? So I 
grandfathered all those folks 
in, but I lost about 25% of my 
staff initially because they just 
couldn’t do the hours that we 
needed them to do. That was 
the hardest period. But over 
time that worked itself out 
and, well, things changed.”

SO, ERIC MASON got the idea 
from Jeff Glover. But where did 
Glover get the idea? 

According to Glover, one 
fateful day in 1999, he was 
smacked with “sort of a divine 
question” that would come 
to define his career: If I paid 
a living wage, what would my 
life be like? “I’d never heard of 
anybody doing that in the fast-
food industry,” he says. But 
like Mason, nearly two decades 
later, Glover was desperate to 
get out of the day-to-day weeds. 

we might only hire three, four, 
maybe five people in a quarter. 
Our average employee tenure 
was over four years, which is 
incredible retention in this indus-
try.” At the time of our interview, 
Glover had seven employees 
who had been with him since the 
very beginning, for over 20 years 
(one has since passed away and 
two left due to life changes like 
a new baby). His original Austin 
location was among the high-
est-volume lunch hours of any 
Chick-fil-A in the country for a 10- 
year period, and in 2018 they had 
the highest customer count in 
the brand’s 50-year history. 

Glover says that for him, the 
toughest part of the transition 
was learning to lead an older, 
more ambitious staff. “For a 
couple years, I was still a fast-
food amateur leader, leading the 
way I did when I had a fast-food 
amateur staff,” he says. “And 
yet, I had breadwinners work-
ing for me. A single mom with 
two or three kids has different 
needs and motivations than a 
high school kid saving up for an 
Xbox. These folks need contin-
ued development and motiva-
tion to stay engaged. Our level 
of care needs to be deeper and 
more meaningful.”

Case in point: Glover made his 
own wave of headlines in 2015, 
when he shut down his restau-
rant for renovations, but contin-
ued to pay his staff throughout 
the five-month closure—and even 
gave them a $1-an-hour raise for 
staying with him. “It would be 
a real financial crisis for the 50 
families represented by the work-
ers here to have to go five months 
without a job,” Glover told a local 
news channel. 

“Since that time,” Glover says 
now, “we’ve had over 400 visi-
tors—Chick-fil-A staff members 
and operators, like Eric—who 
have come to hear about the 
‘hospitality professional strat-

“I wanted to be thinking on a 
month-to-month, year-to-year 
basis. I wanted a higher altitude 
in my bandwidth.”

At the time, a living wage was 
$9 an hour—a determination 
Glover made not by consult-
ing “the Google machine” or 
other fast-food franchises, but 
by one-upping big box retailers 
like Sam’s Club and Costco, and 
line worker wages in the local 
hardware industry. When he 
started offering $9 an hour, he 
was surprised to discover how 
quickly he transformed from 
a “neighborhood employer,” 
competing with the McDonald’s 
down the street, to a “regional 
employer.” People were coming 
from all over to work for him, 
majorly deepening his pool of 
applicants. He called his new 
hires “industrial athletes.”

“It’s surprising how quickly 
we won the war on turnover,” 
he says. “I know a lot of franchi-
sees who are hiring 10, 15 peo-
ple a month. Everything during 
the pandemic has an asterisk 
beside it, but pre-pandemic 



egy.’ In this industry, having a 
part-time staff is a paradigm. But 
we decided to do it differently, 
and ours is a body of work that 
proves the case.”

INDUSTRIAL athletes, hospital-
ity professionals—whatever you 
call them, if you’re implement-
ing a living wage model, you 
need them. And the good news 
is, they come from all over: the 
hotel industry, Amazon, UPS, 
Uber, data processing centers, 
customer service companies. 
According to CareerPlug’s VP of 
Sales Chris Igou, it’s not import-
ant what industry you’re recruit-
ing from or where you’re posting 
jobs; it’s how you’re attracting 
them. “These days, paying a liv-
able wage is table stakes,” Igou 
says. “The new employee mak-
ing $17 an hour wants to feel like 
they matter, and their voice is 
heard. If you can put that out 
into the world, believe me, it’s 
connected enough that the good 
people will find you and be very 
attracted to your job posts.”

For Mason, this was where his 
past career began to truly align 
with his career at Chick-fil-A. 
“Being in corporate America for 
20-plus years,” he says, “I learned 
how to recruit, attract, elect, train, 
develop, retain, and promote peo-
ple. I know that attraction piece 
is really important, so our culture 
starts from the first time someone 
submits an application.”

At Mason’s Chick-fil-A, the 
hiring process goes like this: 
Someone on Mason’s HR team 
reaches out to a candidate and 
lays out the expectations of a given 
role, along with what an employee 
can expect in return (wages, med-
ical insurance, PTO, sick days, a $1 
match up to 3% on their SIMPLE 
IRA). From there, it’s a five to six 
step process to be selected, over 
an average timespan of two to 
four weeks. Once they start, each 
employee trains for two weeks at 

20 to 25 hours per week, which 
is “very expensive,” Mason says, 
“but worth every single dollar.” 
On Day 14, someone on the lead-
ership team sits down with the 
new staffer for a check-in, to 
go through everything they’ve 
learned and get feedback on what 
they need help with. From there, 
the new employee starts full-time 
(32 hours a week or more) and has 
another check-in on Day 45. “We 
consider those first 45 days the 
most important of their careers 
at Chick-fil-A,” Mason says. “And 
then every 60 days, every team 
member in our restaurant sits 
down with a director or me.”

Another important thing new 
hires receive, Mason says, is a 
roadmap for advancement. The 
entry-level position is “hospitality 
professional,” then “senior hos-
pitality professional,” “trainer,” 
“team leader,” “senior team 
leader,” “manager” and “director.” 

Each promotion comes with  
a set pay raise on a scale from  
$18 to $30, and Mason thinks 
the set pay rates are important. 
“Before it was just me walking 
around going, ‘Hey, John, you’re 
doing a really great job, I’m going 
to give you a 25-cent raise,’ or 
‘Sarah, gosh, your salads are 
amazing. I’m going to give you 
a 75-cent raise.’ But I didn’t like 
that because it was so inconsis-
tent. Now the model is very  
stable and everybody in the 
house knows what to expect.” 

Mason believes the roadmap 
for advancement—and the contin-
ued feedback from leadership—is 
the real glue that holds together 
a living wage model. “It’s a key in 
their brain like, ‘Okay, I see the 

vice restaurant franchisees who 
wrote off higher wages as unten-
able will start to rethink that 
assumption. “The biggest initial 
objection is, ‘I can’t afford to 
do that. It’s not going to work 
with my numbers,’” Smith says. 
“But I think that’s where people 
have to go back and test a little 
more. They might ask, what if 
I could reduce my turnover by 
25%? I think in a lot of cases, you 
can make it work. There might 
be people who aren’t making 
enough, but that’s where they 
should look at other things. Do 
I need to raise prices, or find 
some other way to generate rev-
enue? Or can we get it done with 
fewer employees that are just 
really talented?”

For Mason, the biggest per-
sonal payoff in all of this has been 
a greater sense of “peace, bal-
ance, and health” that comes with 
knowing he can step away from 
the business. He’s been mentoring 
other Chick-fil-A operators inter-
ested in the living wage model, 
and recently flew with his wife 
to attend the grand opening of a 
location in Ohio. 

“One of the things I couldn’t do 
three, four years ago was assign 
people things, empower them, 
and step back to watch it grow,” 
Mason says. “Now I can leave for 
a week because I know my staff 
is capable and responsible. The 
decisions I made were hard, and 
they came with a lot of worry and 
exhaustion. But I’m very, very 
thankful I made them. I plan to do 
this until the day I die.”  

Frances Dodds is Entrepreneur’s 
deputy editor.

future of this work,’” he says. “I 
always say they come for the pay, 
but they stay for the culture.”

IN 2018, when Mason decided 
to make the wage transition, 
Lina Velez was a team leader at 
the Madison Avenue location. 
She admits she was “skeptical” 
of the plan at first. But since 
then, she’s saved up enough to 
put herself through college and 
buy a car. In her five years at 
Mason’s location, she was pro-
moted five times, from trainer 
all the way to director and then 
Chief Human Resources Officer.

“During one of the worst 
pandemics in history,” Mason 
says, “I’ve had five people buy 
new homes, people buying 
new cars. I’ve got moms put-
ting their kids in private schools 
and paying for medicine that 
they might not have been able 
to afford before. I have about 22 
people on medical insurance 
and 14 people on my SIMPLE 
IRA, which my benefits per-
son says is unheard of for a 
quick-service restaurant.”

Smith of CareerPlug says that 
benefits are a vital piece of the 
equation for anyone serious 
about retention. “I have a rule 
of thumb that a dollar in bene-
fits could be worth up to two or 
three dollars in wages,” he says. 
“If you get someone set up on 
a healthcare program or retire-
ment savings, they’re going to 
think twice about leaving just to 
make an extra dollar an hour.”

And when it comes to the 
wages themselves, Smith says, 
he thinks it’s only a matter of 
time before many quick-ser-
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THE BIGGEST INITIAL OBJECTION IS, ‘I CAN’T AFFORD TO DO THAT. 
IT’S NOT GOING TO WORK WITH MY NUMBERS.’ BUT I THINK THAT’S 
WHERE PEOPLE HAVE TO GO BACK AND TEST A LITTLE MORE. 
THEY MIGHT ASK, ‘WHAT IF I COULD REDUCE TURNOVER BY 25%?’”
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