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WORKFORCE

The GreaT  
AmericAn  
Labor  
ShorTaGe
Desperate employers, wary  
workers and big incentives
by Emily Freehling 

A t Dough Boy’s Pizza, summer typically brings a steady stream of job 
applicants seeking work at one of the restaurant’s three locations on 
the Virginia Beach Oceanfront.

But “this year, it’s next to nothing,” says owner George Kotarides. For 
Kotarides and other restaurant owners, a season that had been anticipated 
as the triumphant closing act of the COVID-19 pandemic has instead been 
an exhausting, stressful slog, as available workers have been scarce.

Kotarides has been in the restaurant business since he took his first 
job as a dishwasher in 1978. He’s seen challenging times before when 
the economy has taken turns, but nothing like the last several months. 
“Not even close,” he says. “It’s a daily challenge, and it’s very stressful for 
everybody.”

Due to a phenomenon some are calling the Great American Labor 
Shortage, businesses across Virginia both small and large are being 
forced to cut back on hours and services to stay open. For example, citing 
labor shortages, Kings Dominion amusement park in Doswell was 
open fewer hours (usually 11 a.m. to 7 p.m.) than usual this summer, 
and it closed some weekdays during June and August.

At Dough Boy’s, Kotarides has been closing his restaurants at 10 p.m. 
instead of midnight and changing menus and ordering processes to 
adapt to a staffing level that’s 35% lower than past summers. 

Nevertheless, Kotarides emphasizes he’s not complaining — he’s 
thankful that he’s been able to make it through the summer staying open 
seven days a week. He’s watched as other restaurants have reduced days 
of operation or gone out of business altogether.

“People are working long shifts. It’s not easy. We jockey the schedule 
as much as we can to keep people from being overworked, but unfor-
tunately that doesn’t always happen,” he says. “We are not asking for 
sympathy — just patience.”

September could be a turning point in the tight labor market that has 
plagued the post-pandemic recovery. But as employers and economists 
watch to see whether the Sept. 4 end of expanded federal unemployment 
benefits and a return to in-person school will lead more workers to fill 
open positions, one thing is becoming apparent: This isn’t 2019. 
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