
Sous Chef Career Trends Executive Brief: 

What a Recruiter Needs to Prove in 2026 

A sous chef is no longer being evaluated as the person who “supports the Executive Chef.” At 

the senior end of the market, that language is too small. The real question is whether the sous 

chef makes the kitchen less dependent on rescue. 

That is the trend a recruiter has to understand. 

The restaurant industry is still hiring, but the kitchen labour market is not forgiving. The Bureau 

of Labor Statistics reports that chefs and head cooks had a median annual wage of $60,990 in 

May 2024, with employment projected to grow 7% from 2024 to 2034 and about 24,400 

openings per year. At the cook level, BLS projects 432,200 openings per year, with a median 

hourly wage of $17.19. Those two numbers explain the sous chef’s market value: there is a large, 

fluid cook labour pool below them and a smaller, higher-value chef leadership track above them.  

A recruiter should not present a sous chef as “hard-working,” “creative,” “reliable,” or “ready for 

the next step” unless there is proof behind those claims. The stronger question is this: 

Can this sous chef make station execution, prep accuracy, sanitation, cook training, waste 

control, ticket flow, and line leadership more reliable when the Executive Chef is not standing 

over the kitchen? 

That is the sous chef trend in 2026. 

The broader restaurant market makes the role more important. The National Restaurant 

Association projects restaurant and foodservice sales of $1.55 trillion in 2026, with more than 

100,000 jobs expected to be added, but the same outlook warns that persistent cost pressure, 

cautious household spending, and a cooling labour market will continue to challenge operator 

margins. Restaurant365’s 2025 midyear report found that food costs were the top concern for 

restaurant leaders at 28%, followed closely by recruiting and retaining staff at 27%.  

That is the environment where a serious sous chef is priced. The kitchen does not need another 

strong cook with a title. It needs a control layer. 

Sous Chef Executive Trend Chart 

Trend Current market signal What changed 
What a recruiter 

should prove 

Kitchen 

leadership 

demand is 

growing 

Chefs and head cooks are 

projected to grow 7% from 

2024 to 2034, with 24,400 

openings per year. 

Chef-track roles are 

growing faster than 

average, but the executive 

tier is still selective. 

Sous chef has 

evidence of leadership 

beyond personal 

cooking skill.  



Trend Current market signal What changed 
What a recruiter 

should prove 

Cook labour 

remains high-

volume 

Cooks are projected to have 

432,200 openings per year. 

Restaurants need a 

constant pipeline of cooks 

who can become reliable 

station operators. 

Sous chef can train, 

certify, and stabilize 

cooks by station.  

Food cost 

remains a top 

operator concern 

Restaurant365 found food 

costs were the top 2025 

concern for restaurant 

leaders at 28%. 

Sous chef value now 

includes portioning, yield, 

waste, overprep, and 

receiving discipline. 

Candidate can show 

where execution 

protected food cost.  

Recruiting and 

retaining staff is 

still a major 

pressure point 

Restaurant365 ranked 

recruiting and retaining 

staff second at 27%. 

Sous chefs affect 

retention because they 

shape daily kitchen tone, 

correction, fairness, 

station confidence, and 

training. 

Candidate can show 

cooks became more 

reliable or stayed 

longer under their 

leadership.  

Consumer value 

pressure is 

sharper 

Restaurant guests are 

scrutinizing price, portion 

size, and quality; food away 

from home rose 4.1% in 

recent reporting. 

Kitchen execution directly 

affects whether the meal 

feels worth the money. 

Sous chef can protect 

portion accuracy, 

temperature, timing, 

and plate consistency.  

Ingredient 

volatility is 

hitting operators 

unevenly 

Recent reporting on Texas 

barbecue closures tied 

pressure to sharply higher 

beef/brisket costs. 

Sous chefs must 

understand yield, trim, 

portioning, batch 

planning, and product 

substitution. 

Candidate can execute 

cost controls without 

damaging the plate.  

Pay and Market Positioning Chart: Sous Chef vs. Cook vs. 

Chef Leadership 

BLS does not isolate “sous chef” as its own national occupation. The cleanest public benchmarks 

are cooks for the labour pool below the role and chefs and head cooks for the leadership track 

above it. 

Pay / market 

anchor 
Current signal Recruiter interpretation 

Cook labour 

market 

Median hourly wage: $17.19; 

432,200 openings per year. 

This is the labour pool the sous chef must 

train, stabilize, and convert into reliable 

station coverage.  

Chefs and 

head cooks 

Median annual wage: $60,990; 

7% projected growth; 24,400 

openings per year. 

This is the closest official leadership 

benchmark for sous chef progression into 

senior sous chef, chef de cuisine, executive 

sous chef, and Executive Chef roles.  



Pay / market 

anchor 
Current signal Recruiter interpretation 

Restaurant 

industry 

pressure 

2026 sales projected at $1.55T, 

but margins remain challenged 

by costs and cautious consumers. 

Sous chef compensation should be defended 

through execution control, not culinary 

ambition alone.  

Food-cost 

pressure 

Food costs ranked as the top 

restaurant-leader concern at 28% 

in Restaurant365’s midyear 

report. 

Sous chef proof should include waste, yield, 

overprep, portioning, and receiving 

discipline.  

Staffing 

pressure 

Recruiting and retaining staff 

ranked second at 27%. 

Sous chef proof should include training, cook 

development, station readiness, retention 

support, and leadership bench strength.  

The recruiter conclusion is direct: a sous chef should not be priced only as a better cook. The role 

should be priced by how much kitchen instability they remove. 

The Real Search Question: What Stops Reaching the 

Executive Chef Because This Sous Chef Is in Place? 

That is the question a recruiter should use. 

A weak sous chef makes the Executive Chef busier. A strong sous chef makes the Executive 

Chef more scalable. 

This is not about ego or hierarchy. It is about operating dependency. If the Executive Chef has to 

personally correct every prep issue, reset every station, inspect every plate, chase every missing 

item, verify every sanitation log, calm every line cook, and save every service, the kitchen does 

not have a real sous chef layer. It has a senior cook with authority. 

A serious sous chef reduces that dependency. 

They should be able to prove: 

Which stations they can run without Executive Chef intervention. 

Which cooks they trained into independent station ownership. 

Which prep errors they reduced. 

Which recurring waste category they corrected. 

Which sanitation controls they verified. 

Which service bottleneck they fixed. 



Which line cooks became promotable under their coaching. 

Which menu rollout became cleaner because of their follow-through. 

Which kitchen problems stopped reaching the Executive Chef. 

That is senior sous chef evidence. 

A recruiter should not describe a candidate as “ready for the next step” unless the candidate can 

show what part of the kitchen already became more controlled because they were there. 

Trend 1: Sous Chef Qualifications Are Moving From 

Culinary Skill to Control Skill 

The phrase sous chef qualifications is often treated as a checklist: cooking experience, culinary 

training, knife skills, menu knowledge, leadership, sanitation, scheduling, and communication. 

Those are baseline. 

The current market is asking a harder question: can the sous chef turn skill into repeatable 

execution through other people? 

A talented cook can personally make the plate correct. A sous chef has to make the station 

produce the plate correctly even when the strongest person is absent. A talented cook can move 

fast. A sous chef has to identify why the station is slow. A talented cook can keep their area 

clean. A sous chef has to verify that sanitation controls are working across the shift. 

That is the qualification shift. 

Sous chef 

qualification 
Weak version Senior-market version 

Culinary skill 
Can cook all 

stations 
Can train and verify station execution across cooks 

Prep knowledge 
Can prep 

accurately 

Can reduce overprep, trim loss, batch errors, and next-

day gaps 

Line leadership Can lead service 
Can diagnose bottlenecks, protect ticket flow, and reduce 

repeat errors 

Sanitation 
Keeps kitchen 

clean 

Verifies cooling, date marking, sanitizer, allergen, 

storage, and close controls 

Training 
Trains new 

cooks 
Builds station certification and proves error reduction 

Cost awareness Watches waste 
Tracks waste by cause and corrects controllable 

categories 



Sous chef 

qualification 
Weak version Senior-market version 

Communication 
Talks to the 

team 

Moves the right information between Executive Chef, 

line, prep, FOH, and management 

Readiness 
Supports the 

chef 

Runs service, close, prep review, and recovery without 

constant escalation 

A recruiter should not accept “strong culinary background” as enough. For a senior sous chef, 

culinary background is the floor, not the case. 

Trend 2: Sous Chef Responsibilities Are Being Repriced 

Around Execution Risk 

Most sous chef job descriptions list responsibilities like food preparation, supervising kitchen 

staff, assisting the Executive Chef, maintaining quality standards, ordering supplies, monitoring 

inventory, training cooks, and ensuring sanitation. 

That language is too generic for the senior market. 

The stronger lens is execution risk. What fails when the sous chef is weak? 

Prep is wrong. 

Stations start short. 

Cooks overpull product. 

Portions drift. 

Recipes become personal habits. 

Ticket times stretch. 

Sanitation logs become paperwork. 

Allergen tickets become dangerous. 

Waste becomes normal. 

The Executive Chef becomes the only real control point. 

A serious sous chef is paid to prevent those failures from reaching service. 



Sous chef 

responsibility 
Executive-market meaning 

Prep supervision 
Control batch size, cut size, yield, storage, date marking, and next-day 

readiness 

Line leadership 
Keep stations organized, timed, stocked, and communicating under 

pressure 

Recipe execution 
Protect portioning, method, plating, temperature, hold time, and 

consistency 

Training Certify cooks by station and verify skill under pressure 

Sanitation Verify food-safety controls, not just clean surfaces 

Waste control 
Separate spoilage, trim, overproduction, returned plates, station 

overpull, and prep error 

Ordering support 
Catch product needs, receiving problems, substitutions, and par-level 

distortion 

Expo support Protect timing, communication, plate accuracy, and remake discipline 

Closing 
Verify cooling, storage, labelling, cleaning, handoff, and next-day 

readiness 

The recruiter should ask: which responsibilities produced fewer failures? 

Trend 3: A Senior Sous Chef Has to Know Benchmarks, Not 

Just Standards 

“High standards” is weak language unless the sous chef can show how the standard is measured. 

A serious sous chef should know the kitchen’s execution benchmarks. The exact benchmark 

varies by restaurant type, service model, menu, sales volume, labour model, and kitchen layout. 

But the sous chef should know what is expected and where the kitchen is missing. 

Benchmark 
What the sous chef 

should know 

Weak 

answer 
Executive-track answer 

Station 

readiness 

Which stations fail setup 

and why 

“We do line 

checks” 

“Grill failed readiness most often 

because backup proteins were not 

pulled early enough; I changed the 

prep handoff” 

Prep waste 

Which prep items are 

overproduced, trimmed 

poorly, or discarded 

“We try not 

to waste” 

“The biggest controllable waste was 

overproduction on low-volume 

weekdays, not spoilage” 

Portion 

accuracy 

Which items drift in 

portioning and which 

cooks need correction 

“We watch 

portions” 

“Protein portion drift happened on two 

items during peak; I moved portion 

checks into pre-service” 



Benchmark 
What the sous chef 

should know 

Weak 

answer 
Executive-track answer 

Ticket time 

Which station causes 

delay under which ticket 

mix 

“The line 

gets backed 

up” 

“Ticket drag came from sauté when it 

was hit with garnish-heavy entrées and 

shared pan pickup” 

Remake rate 

Which dish, station, or 

cook creates repeated 

remakes 

“Mistakes 

happen” 

“Most remakes came from 

temperature misses on one station, so I 

retrained fire timing and resting” 

Cooling 

compliance 

Whether logs are 

complete and actually 

verified 

“We fill out 

logs” 

“Logs were complete, but verification 

was weak; I added manager checks 

before close” 

Allergen 

control 

How allergen tickets 

move and who approves 

substitutions 

“We are 

careful” 

“Allergen tickets require manager 

confirmation, clean tools, and no 

unapproved substitutions” 

Cook 

progression 

Which cooks are certified 

on which stations 

“They are 

trained” 

“Three cooks are certified on fry and 

pantry; two are in progress on grill 

with temp accuracy still being 

verified” 

Close 

readiness 

What gets missed and 

how it affects the next day 

“We close 

properly” 

“Missed cooling and label checks were 

causing morning corrections; I built a 

close audit by station” 

Sous 

independence 

What the sous chef can 

run without Executive 

Chef intervention 

“I can run 

service” 

“I can run Friday dinner, ordering 

review, line check, expo recovery, and 

close without chef intervention” 

A recruiter should not advance a senior sous chef candidate on confidence alone. The candidate 

has to speak in operating evidence. 

Trend 4: Training Is No Longer “Shadowing Until They Get 

It” 

Training is one of the most abused words in kitchen hiring. 

A sous chef saying “I trained cooks” means almost nothing unless the training has structure, 

verification, and results. 

At senior level, training means building repeatable station competence. It is not shadowing. It is 

not showing someone where the walk-in is. It is not correcting the same error for six weeks. 

A sous chef training system should define the station, test the skill, verify the standard, and 

connect training to fewer failures. 



Training 

module 
What the sous chef must train 

How competency is 

verified 

What it should 

improve 

Pantry / 

garde 

manger 

Knife work, cold holding, plating, 

garnish accuracy, timing, allergen 

awareness 

Plate audit, station test, 

cold-holding log, 

allergen scenario 

Fewer consistency 

errors and faster cold-

side execution 

Fry 

Oil management, batch size, hold 

time, crispness standard, drain 

method, timing 

Product test, ticket 

timing, oil log, remake 

tracking 

Better texture, less 

waste, fewer guest 

complaints 

Grill 

Temperature control, resting, 

seasoning, portioning, fire timing, 

cross-contamination prevention 

Temp test, portion 

check, plate audit, 

remake reduction 

Fewer temp misses 

and tighter protein 

cost 

Sauté 

Pickup sequence, sauce 

consistency, pan control, timing, 

garnish, station organization 

Service observation, 

ticket timing, sauce 

standard check 

Faster execution and 

fewer bottlenecks 

Prep 

Cut size, yield, batch size, 

labelling, date marking, storage, 

par discipline 

Yield test, waste log, 

prep audit 

Lower waste and 

stronger next-day 

readiness 

Expo 

Plate review, communication, 

remake handling, timing, priority 

tickets 

Expo error tracking, 

ticket-time review 

Fewer guest-facing 

errors 

Sanitation 

Storage hierarchy, cooling, date 

marking, sanitizer, handwashing, 

closing 

Close audit, log check, 

manager sign-off 

Better inspection 

readiness and lower 

food-safety risk 

Receiving 

support 

Product specs, temperatures, 

invoice match, substitutions, 

rejection standards 

Receiving checklist, 

rejected product log 

Fewer vendor and 

quality problems 

The benchmark is not “trained on station.” 

The benchmark is whether the cook can run the station to standard under pressure without the 

sous chef standing over them. 

A recruiter should ask for one training case: 

What station was weak? 

What error repeated? 

What did the sous chef train? 

How was skill verified? 

What improved after training? 



If the answer is vague, the training claim is weak. 

Trend 5: Sanitation Is Becoming a Daily Verification Role 

for Sous Chefs 

Sanitation is not “the kitchen is clean.” 

At sous chef level, sanitation means daily verification. The Executive Chef may own the full 

food-safety system, but the sous chef often enforces it during prep, service, and close. 

That means the sous chef has to verify the high-risk controls that fail when a kitchen gets busy: 

Receiving temperatures. 

Cold holding. 

Hot holding. 

Cooling logs. 

Reheating. 

Date marking. 

Storage hierarchy. 

Sanitizer concentration. 

Dish machine checks. 

Cross-contamination controls. 

Allergen escalation. 

Handwashing and glove use. 

Line cleanliness. 

Close sanitation. 

Corrective action when something fails. 

A weak sous chef says: 

“We keep everything clean.” 



A serious sous chef says: 

“I verify cooling logs, date marking, sanitizer checks, storage hierarchy, allergen escalation, and 

close sanitation. When logs are complete but the process is not actually verified, I treat that as a 

management failure, not a paperwork issue.” 

That is the level of specificity a recruiter needs. 

Food safety is not decorative in this role. It is operating control. A kitchen that treats sanitation 

as a checklist instead of verified behaviour is exposed. 

Trend 6: Sous Chefs Are Being Evaluated on Food-Cost 

Support, Not Just Food Quality 

Food cost remains one of the strongest operator concerns. Restaurant365’s 2025 midyear report 

found that food costs were the top concern for restaurant leaders at 28%. Current reporting also 

shows how specific categories can become severe pressure points: Texas barbecue operators 

have faced closures and operational strain tied to sharply higher beef and brisket costs.  

A sous chef does not usually own the whole food-cost line. But they absolutely affect it. 

They affect it through: 

Portioning. 

Trim. 

Yield. 

Overprep. 

Batch size. 

Station overpull. 

Returned plates. 

Remakes. 

Improper storage. 

Poor date marking. 

Receiving misses. 



Menu rollout confusion. 

Cook habits. 

A senior sous chef should be able to separate waste by cause. “Waste is high” is not a diagnosis. 

Waste 

category 
What it usually means Sous chef action 

Trim loss 
Poor knife skill, incorrect fabrication, weak 

yield awareness 

Retrain prep, run yield tests, 

verify cuts 

Overproduction 
Prep not tied to forecast, daypart, reservations, 

events, or sales mix 

Adjust prep sheets and batch 

sizes 

Spoilage 
Poor ordering, weak par levels, bad rotation, 

slow-moving items 

Improve FIFO, labelling, par 

review 

Station overpull 
Cooks pulling more product than service 

requires 

Pre-service pull limits and 

station checks 

Returned plates 
Execution, temperature, timing, quality, or 

server communication issue 
Track by dish and station 

Remakes 
Recipe, fire timing, doneness, plating, or expo 

issue 

Retrain station or change 

pickup sequence 

Banquet 

overage 

Guest count variance, poor production math, 

buffet misread 

Tighten BEO review and 

production scaling 

The recruiter should ask: 

“What food-cost issue did you influence directly even if you did not own the P&L?” 

That question separates sous chefs who understand kitchen economics from sous chefs who only 

understand the plate. 

Trend 7: The Best Sous Chefs Protect Guest Value Without 

Cheapening the Plate 

Consumer value pressure is becoming a kitchen issue. Recent reporting notes that many diners 

are questioning whether restaurant meals feel worth the money, with concerns around food 

quality, portions, and price; food away from home rose 4.1% in the cited context.  

That matters to sous chefs because the line controls what the guest actually receives. 

The menu may be well designed. The Executive Chef may have costed it properly. The GM may 

have priced it carefully. But if the sous chef allows portion drift, temperature misses, sloppy 

plating, inconsistent garnish, long ticket times, or undertrained cooks, the guest experiences poor 

value. 



A senior sous chef protects value through execution: 

Portions match standard. 

Food is hot when it should be hot. 

Cold food stays cold. 

Plating is consistent. 

Texture is correct. 

Ticket timing is controlled. 

Remakes are reduced. 

Expo catches errors before they leave. 

Cooks know the difference between speed and sloppiness. 

The modern sous chef is not just protecting the chef’s standards. They are protecting the guest’s 

belief that the meal was worth buying. 

Trend 8: The Sous Chef Is the Line Between Culture and 

Chaos 

Kitchen culture is often discussed vaguely. For a recruiter, the better question is whether the sous 

chef creates operating calm. 

A sous chef shapes the daily environment more than almost anyone else. They correct cooks. 

They set pace. They decide whether errors become teaching moments or public humiliation. 

They decide whether stations are prepared or reactive. They decide whether new cooks feel 

coached or abandoned. They decide whether closing is disciplined or sloppy. 

Recruiting and retaining staff ranked as the second-biggest 2025 concern for restaurant leaders in 

Restaurant365’s midyear report. That makes the sous chef’s daily leadership commercially 

relevant. 

A strong sous chef does not simply “have a good attitude.” They reduce instability. 

They should be able to show: 

Fewer new-cook washouts. 

More cooks certified on multiple stations. 



Lower repeat errors. 

More internal promotions. 

Cleaner close discipline. 

Fewer chef escalations. 

Better station ownership. 

Less emotional volatility during service. 

A recruiter should ask: 

“What cook became more valuable because you trained them?” 

That is a better question than “How do you lead?” 

Trend 9: Sous Chef Career Progression Is Becoming 

Evidence-Based 

The path from sous chef to senior sous chef, Executive Sous Chef, Chef de Cuisine, or Executive 

Chef is not automatic. It is not based only on loyalty, time, or culinary identity. 

The current trend is evidence-based progression. 

A sous chef becomes credible for the next role when they can show parts of the next role are 

already present. 

Next role What the sous chef must already prove 

Senior Sous 

Chef 

Can control multiple stations, run services, train cooks, verify sanitation, and 

reduce repeat errors 

Executive Sous 

Chef 

Can manage sous chefs or leads, ordering discipline, labour execution, prep 

systems, sanitation controls, and menu rollout 

Chef de Cuisine 
Can own daily culinary execution for a restaurant or outlet with financial 

awareness 

Executive Chef 
Can control food cost, labour, menu, purchasing, sanitation, training, guest 

value, sous-chef bench, and executive reporting 

A recruiter should not move a sous chef into a higher search because the candidate is talented. 

They should move them because the proof shows the next level is already partially present. 

Recruiter Proof Sheet for Sous Chef Candidates 



A sous chef candidate should not approach a recruiter with only a resume listing restaurants, 

cuisine styles, and stations. That is not enough for a senior search. 

They need a proof sheet. 

Proof-sheet 

section 
What to include 

Operation scope 
Concept type, average weekly covers, kitchen headcount, number of stations, 

banquet/event volume 

Service control 
Stations led, services run without Executive Chef, expo experience, ticket-time 

improvements 

Training proof Station certifications built, cooks trained, errors reduced, cooks promoted 

Food-cost 

support 
Waste reduction, portion correction, high-cost item control, overprep reduction 

Labour support 
Prep scheduling support, call-off coverage, station deployment, overtime cause 

correction 

Sanitation proof 
Logs verified, close audit, allergen control, inspection support, corrective 

actions 

Leadership 

bench 
Cooks developed, station leads created, service covered without chef present 

Pressure case 
Hardest service, staffing gap, menu rollout, banquet recovery, sanitation issue, 

or turnaround 

Next-step 

readiness 

Senior sous chef, Executive Sous Chef, Chef de Cuisine, hotel sous, banquet 

sous, private club sous, or Executive Chef track 

This is what the recruiter needs to defend the candidate. 

Where Sous Chefs Are Overvalued 

Some sous chefs are overvalued because they are excellent cooks but weak systems leaders. 

They can run a station. They can save a bad service. They can plate beautifully. They can 

outwork the line. They may be the person everyone calls when the kitchen is in trouble. 

That matters, but it is not enough. 

If they do not train cooks, verify sanitation, reduce waste, control prep, communicate clearly, 

develop station leads, and reduce Executive Chef dependency, they are not yet a senior sous chef 

candidate. They are a strong operator with a ceiling. 

A recruiter should be careful with candidates whose value is mostly personal performance. 

The search question is not: 



“Can this person cook?” 

The search question is: 

“What became more reliable because this person led the kitchen?” 

Where Sous Chefs Are Undervalued 

Other sous chefs are undervalued because their work is quiet. 

They may not have the loudest culinary identity. They may not talk like celebrity chefs. They 

may not dominate the room. But their stations are ready. Their cooks improve. Their closes are 

clean. Their sanitation logs are real. Their prep is accurate. Their waste is lower. Their services 

are calmer. Their Executive Chef trusts them. 

Those sous chefs are often stronger long-term hires because they reduce fragility. 

A recruiter should look for the sous chef whose kitchen became easier to trust. 

Executive Summary 

The sous chef role is becoming more important because the restaurant industry is still growing 

but operating under tighter pressure. The National Restaurant Association projects $1.55 trillion 

in 2026 restaurant and foodservice sales, while warning that cost pressure, cautious consumers, 

and labour-market cooling remain real constraints. BLS projects 24,400 annual openings for 

chefs and head cooks and 432,200 annual openings for cooks, which shows the labour reality on 

both sides of the sous chef role.  

The sous chef sits between a large, unstable cook labour pool and a smaller chef leadership track. 

That makes the role valuable when it produces control. 

A strong sous chef proves station readiness, prep accuracy, recipe execution, sanitation 

verification, cook training, service flow, waste control, line leadership, and Executive Chef 

independence. 

The senior market is not asking whether the sous chef is passionate. 

It is asking whether the kitchen became more predictable because they were there. 

Here is the Sous Chef pay chart around the USA. Because BLS does not isolate “Sous Chef” 

as its own occupation, the cleanest official benchmark is Chefs and Head Cooks, SOC 35-1011. 

Use this as the senior kitchen-leadership benchmark for Sous Chef, Senior Sous Chef, Executive 

Sous Chef, Chef de Cuisine, and Executive Chef-track roles. BLS reports a national median of 



$60,990, with the top 10% earning $96,030+, and projects 7% growth with 24,400 openings 

per year for chefs and head cooks.  

Sous Chef pay proxy by U.S. state 

Source: BLS OEWS May 2024, SOC 35-1011, via O*NET/BLS-derived state wage summaries. 

Sous Chef is not isolated as a separate BLS occupation. 

Sous Chef Pay Around the USA 

Market / state 

Median 

annual pay 

signal 

Employment 

signal where 

available 

Recruiter interpretation 

United States 

$60,990 

median; top 

10% 

$96,030+ 

197,300 

employed; 24,400 

openings/year 

projected 

National benchmark for Sous Chef / Senior 

Sous Chef / Chef de Cuisine-track pay. A 

true senior sous chef should be priced above 

cook pay and closer to chef-leadership pay 

when they control training, sanitation, prep, 

waste, and service execution.  

Hawaii 
$81,200 

median 

Not shown in the 

cited summary 

Highest state median in the BLS-derived 

May 2024 state summary. Strong resort, 

hotel, destination dining, and high-cost-

market signal.  

Massachusetts 
$71,330 

median 
5,330 employed 

Strong Northeast market. Useful for Boston, 

coastal, private club, hotel, fine dining, 

university, and institutional hospitality roles.  

Washington 
$69,800 

median 
3,840 employed 

Strong West Coast pay signal. Senior sous 

chef pay may justify stronger compensation 

when tied to high-volume, hotel, resort, or 

premium restaurant execution.  

New Jersey 
$69,660 

median 
6,060 employed 

Strong Mid-Atlantic signal. Relevant for 

casino-adjacent, coastal, private club, hotel, 

and high-density restaurant markets.  

California 

$66,780 

median; top 

10% 

$100,580+ 

26,500 employed 

Large and high-demand culinary market. A 

recruiter should still separate ordinary sous 

chef work from senior sous chef roles with 

banquet, hotel, resort, multi-outlet, or high-

volume responsibility.  

New York 

$64,300 

median; top 

10% 

$100,730+ 

15,420 employed 

Large, competitive market. Premium pay 

requires proof of concept complexity, covers, 

kitchen headcount, food-cost support, station 

training, sanitation control, and service 

reliability.  



Market / state 

Median 

annual pay 

signal 

Employment 

signal where 

available 

Recruiter interpretation 

Arizona 
$61,950 

median 
3,260 employed 

Slightly above national median. Relevant for 

resort, club, casino, and growth hospitality 

markets.  

Oregon 
$60,270 

median 
3,640 employed 

Near national median. Senior compensation 

needs stronger proof of scope and execution 

control.  

Pennsylvania 
$59,630 

median 
7,060 employed 

Slightly below national median. Recruiter 

should defend premium pay through property 

type, volume, leadership burden, and 

measurable kitchen-control proof.  

Nevada 
$58,590 

median 
4,560 employed 

Large hospitality/gaming market, but median 

is below national. Premium sous chef pay 

usually needs casino hotel, resort, banquet, 

multi-outlet, or high-volume proof.  

Louisiana 
$38,340 

median 

Not shown in the 

cited summary 

Lowest state median in the BLS-derived May 

2024 state summary. Premium pay must be 

justified through unusually strong scope, 

seniority, or property complexity.  

Major metro pay signals 

Metro area Median / mean pay signal Recruiter interpretation 

New York-

Newark-Jersey 

City, NY-NJ 

$66,550 median, $72,440 

mean 

Strong high-employment metro. Senior sous chef 

candidates need proof beyond title because the 

market is competitive and broad.  

California 

regional signal 

California median $66,780, 

mean $71,350 

Use for Los Angeles, San Francisco, 

Napa/Sonoma, San Diego, resort, hotel, private 

club, and premium restaurant searches; local 

market may sit above or below state median.  

Northeast 

premium cluster 

Massachusetts $71,330, 

New Jersey $69,660, New 

York $64,300 

Strong region for private clubs, hotels, corporate 

dining, universities, resorts, and dense restaurant 

markets.  

Western resort / 

hospitality 

cluster 

Hawaii $81,200, 

Washington $69,800, 

California $66,780, 

Arizona $61,950 

Strong for resort, hotel, casino, destination, and 

high-cost-market sous chef searches.  

Practical recruiter pay bands for Sous Chef 



Candidate level 
Practical U.S. 

pay band 
What has to be proven 

Junior Sous Chef / 

first sous title 

$45,000–

$60,000 

Strong station skill, basic supervision, line readiness, 

sanitation follow-through, and service reliability. 

Sous Chef 
$55,000–

$75,000 

Station leadership, prep control, cook training, line 

checks, sanitation verification, and service coverage 

without constant chef intervention. 

Senior Sous Chef 
$70,000–

$90,000 

Multiple stations, higher volume, training ownership, 

waste reduction, sous-level leadership, closing discipline, 

and measurable execution improvement. 

Executive Sous Chef 

/ Chef de Cuisine 

track 

$85,000–

$110,000+ 

Kitchen operating control, sous/lead development, menu 

rollout, labour support, food-cost support, sanitation 

systems, and Executive Chef-level readiness. 

Hotel / resort / 

casino / private club 

senior sous 

$90,000–

$120,000+ 

Banquets, multiple outlets, luxury/service complexity, 

high-volume production, union or large-team exposure, 

dietary/special-event execution, and executive reporting. 

Sous Chef pay changes sharply by geography, but geography is only one part of the 

compensation argument. The national BLS benchmark for Chefs and Head Cooks is $60,990, 

with the top 10% earning $96,030+. Hawaii, Massachusetts, Washington, New Jersey, 

California, and New York show stronger pay signals, while markets such as Louisiana sit much 

lower in the BLS-derived state data.  

A recruiter should not price a Sous Chef as a better cook. Price the role by the instability the 

candidate removes from the kitchen: station readiness, prep accuracy, sanitation verification, 

cook training, waste control, service flow, ticket-time stability, and the ability to run service 

without constant Executive Chef rescue. In lower-wage markets, premium pay needs stronger 

proof of scope. In higher-wage markets, employers may accept higher compensation, but they 

will expect stronger evidence of control.  

 


