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Give guests a better experience
 — wherever they want to dine
Make it easy for customers to get 
their favorites to go or delivered with 
easy online ordering. 

Effortlessly drive repeat business
Boost retention with help from 
customer engagement and loyalty 
programs built right into the POS.

Boost average ticket
Increase customer spending with 
features like QR code ordering and 
personalized recommendations that 
encourage upselling.

Turn more tables per shift
Serve more guests thanks to 
efficiency-focused tools, including 
scan to pay and a mobile POS that 
speeds up ordering and checkout.

Meet the restaurant POS you’ve been waiting for 

©2025 Heartland Payment Systems, LLC, a Global Payments company (NYSE: GPN). All rights reserved.  
All trademarks and service marks contained herein are the sole and exclusive property of their respective owners.C8.5111_D01

Scan the QR code 
to get started today

A POS 
tailored
for busy
restaurants

71% of consumers
say restaurant 
technology improves 
their guest experience
— Restaurant Technology News

Restaurant
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This issue of the Iowa Hospitality Advocate lays out what we’re hearing—and seeing—across 

the state: costs are up, margins are tight, and operators are being asked to do more with less. 

Whether it’s credit card fees eating into profits, labor challenges that still haven’t fully let up, or 

insurance premiums on the rise, Iowa’s hospitality businesses are under real pressure.

But amid those pressures, we’re also seeing clear priorities emerge. Business owners aren’t just 

focused on staying afloat—they’re finding ways to adapt, invest, and advocate. Our industry 

surveys from both restaurants and hotels provide detailed snapshots of what’s working, what’s 

not, and where we need to go next.

That’s why our Associations have been busy this year. From advocating for swipe fee reform 

and new tax policy in Des Moines and D.C., to helping shape legislation that protects hotel 

interests in potential tourism districts, we’ve worked hard to bring real-world data to every 

table where decisions are being made.

At the same time, we’ve expanded our direct support for operators—teaching hundreds of 

people across the state in both English and Spanish through ServSafe and ServSafe Alcohol 

courses, made possible by grant funding we worked hard to secure. Our Iowa Latino Hospitality 

Council continues to grow, connecting with Spanish-speaking business owners and helping 

them access education, certifications, and a broader community of support.

So yes, there are challenges—and plenty of them. But there’s also energy, action, and real 

momentum. As always, we remain focused on practical solutions, strong partnerships, and the 

people who make Iowa’s hospitality industry what it is.

Watch for some big changes in the coming months—we will be rolling out new member 

engagement tools designed to help us stay connected, share resources, and support one 

another across Iowa’s hospitality community!

Letter from the Editor

Jessica Dunker
President & CEO
Iowa Restaurant Association
Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association

Vibrant, Bold Colors – Fruits from top
selected regions maintain their eye-
catching color and fresh flavor, even

after preservation.

Year-Round Freshness – Farm-grown
herbs and produce can retain peak flavor
and nutrition for up to 12 months when

properly preserved.

Time-Saving Freshness – Pre-cut
produce comes in various shapes and

sizes, reducing prep time and labor
while maintaining freshness.

Top-Quality Produce – Premium bulk
fruits and vegetables ensure the highest-

quality flavor & consistency, enhancing
your menu.

PREMIUM PRODUCE, TRUSTED BY INDUSTRY LEADERSPREMIUM PRODUCE, TRUSTED BY INDUSTRY LEADERS

Exclusively
available
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Hospitality professionals from Iowa joined their national peers this year in Washington, D.C., to advocate for federal policies 

that support local business growth. Although restaurant and hotel delegations traveled separately, both focused on shared 

concerns: swipe fee reform, access to capital, and restoring tax provisions that make reinvestment possible.

SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   

At the Asian American Hotel Owners Association (AAHOA) Conference, Iowa 
hoteliers also supported swipe fee reform and tax relief, while urging Congress to pass:
• The LIONS Act (H.R.1893/S.901), bipartisan legislation to raise SBA loan limits from $5 million to $10 

million to better refl ect the cost of hotel development and renovation.

Hotel-specifi c priorities included: 
• Protecting hotel/motel tax revenue for tourism marketing
• Aligning state per diem rates with federal standards
• Addressing double taxation on hotel supplies required by law 
• Supporting hotel partnerships with Destination Marketing Organizations 

(DMOs) through incentive rebates, commissions, and guaranteed group rates
• Ensuring Tourism Improvement Districts are accountable to contributing 

businesses

NATIONAL ADVOCACY

In Iowa, the Iowa Restaurant Association and the Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association each hosted a Day at the State 

Capitol, where members met with lawmakers on issues directly affecting their sectors. Members of the Iowa Latino 

Hospitality Council Board of Directors, all restaurant owners, joined the IRA for restaurant-focused meetings. The groups 

shared a key policy priority: eliminating swipe fees charged on state sales tax.

ELEVATING STATE PRIORITIES

Restaurant-specifi c priorities included:
• Following discussions on tip taxation and 

its potential impact on employees and 
operators

• Monitoring THC-related legislation and 
liability concerns

• Alcohol-related legislation including direct 
shipment, fl oor pricing, and DRAM issues

One Voice, Many Faces
Iowa’s Hospitality Industry Unites in Advocacy

At the National Restaurant Association’s Public Aff airs 
Conference, Iowa restaurant owners called for:
• The Credit Card Competition Act, which would introduce 

market alternatives to the two companies controlling 80% of 

U.S. credit card processing. The bill could lower fees and save 

businesses and families billions

• The ALIGN Act, which would restore full, immediate 

deductibility for restaurant equipment and renovation costs.

• The AIMM Act, which would reinstate the ability to deduct 

depreciation and amortization when calculating business 

interest expense—important for operators using loans to 

grow or upgrade.

Working together, restaurants, hotels, Latino-owned      businesses, and the Foundation strengthen their impact. 

Pictured: Iowa’s restaurant delegation met with Congressman Zach Nunn 
in Washington D.C.



  IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION                                                                                                                                             FIRST ISSUE | SPRING 2025	 7IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE 6	 SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION  

The Iowa Restaurant Association 

Education Foundation was also at the 

State Capitol participating in CTE Day, 

where high school ProStart culinary 

students prepared and served food to 

lawmakers in the rotunda.

 Later that evening, students helped staff 

the Taste of Iowa Legislative Reception, 

co-hosted by the Iowa Hotel & Lodging 

Association, the Iowa Restaurant 

Association, and the Education 

Foundation in the Reinhardt Room in Des 

Moines. Nearly half of the state’s 150 

legislators attended the annual event, 

where they connected directly with 

restaurant and lodging professionals from 

across Iowa. Leaders from the Iowa Latino 

Hospitality Council and the Education 

Foundation were also present to share 

insight and answer lawmakers’ questions.

Together, Iowa’s hospitality organizations 

advanced shared priorities, educated 

lawmakers, and built momentum for 

policies that support business growth. 

From swipe fee reform to tourism funding, 

the industry made clear we are organized, 

informed, and engaged at every level of 

government.

To keep that momentum going, our 

hospitality advocacy groups need more 

operators at the table. Join the Iowa 

Restaurant Association, the Iowa Hotel & 

Lodging Association, or the Iowa Latino 

Hospitality Council to ensure your voice is 

heard and your business is represented in 

the decisions that shape our industry.  

BRINGING TOGETHER 
Iowa’s Hospitality Leaders

Working together, restaurants, hotels, Latino-owned 		     businesses, and the Foundation strengthen their impact. 

Pictured above: Norwalk High School ProStart students with Senator Tony Bisignano.

Pictured above: Iowa hoteliers with the sponsor of the hotel tax bill, Representative Craig Johnson.

Pictured above: Iowa hospitality leaders and lawmakers connect at the annual Taste of Iowa Hospitality 
Legislative Reception.
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A Tough Year, National Insights, 
and the Road Ahead

State of the Iowa Hospitality Industry

Iowa’s hospitality industry had to navigate shifting demand and rising 

costs in 2024, creating new challenges across the state. Restaurant 

traffi c was down, and hotels fi lled fewer rooms than the year before. 

But operators aren’t waiting for things to turn around on their own—

they’re getting creative. From immersive dining experiences to themed 

stays and special events, businesses are fi nding ways to attract new 

customers and re-engage value-conscious regulars.

More than half of Iowa restaurant operators saw customer traffi c 

decline from 2023 to 2024, but that was still better than the national 

trend, where 61% reported a drop. Profi tability followed a similar 

pattern—48% of Iowa restaurants were not profi table in 2024, while 

nationally, 39% reported they were in the red.  

Iowa hotels also felt a slight downturn, with occupancy dipping from 

53.6% in 2023 to 52.5% in 2024, even as the national average ticked 

up to 63.6%. There was some good news though—room rates nudged 

higher, with the state’s Average Daily Rate (ADR) climbing to $109.18. 

Revenue per Available Room (RevPAR) held steady, but nationally, both 

ADR and RevPAR continued to grow, signaling stronger demand in 

other markets.

39%
of restaurant operators (nationally) 

reported they are operating in the red.

48%
of Iowa restaurants were not 

profi table in 2024.

Glance Into State vs National Insights
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While rising costs continue to dominate headlines, many Iowa restaurants 

and hotels are still carrying another burden—pandemic-era debt. More than 

half of restaurant operators and 50% of hotel operators reported they are 

still repaying PPP, EIDL, or other COVID relief loans. For some, rising interest 

rates have made repayment even harder, limiting the ability to invest in 

renovations, technology, or expansion.

Insurance is another growing challenge. Property, liability, and DRAM 

insurance premiums have surged, with 65% of hotel operators and 88% of 

restaurants nationally citing major increases. Reduced competition among 

insurers and stricter coverage requirements have made renewal processes 

longer and more expensive.

Financial pressures are also leading operators to engage more actively in 

advocacy efforts. Restaurants and hotels are pushing for policy changes 

to reduce credit card swipe fees on sales tax, eliminate double taxation on 

required hotel room supplies, and ensure more hotel/motel tax revenues are 

directed to tourism development.

Navigating 2025 will require more than operational effi ciency—it will require 

strategic advocacy and a strong, united voice for Iowa’s hospitality industry.

Carrying the Weight: 
Debt and Insurance Challenges in Hospitality

50%
of  hotel operators....

54%
of  restaurant operators....

reported 
they are still 
repaying PPP, 
EIDL, 
or other 
COVID relief 
loans.
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Since 2019, Iowa restaurant operators have faced rising 

costs across nearly every operational category. In 2024, 

57% reported that overall expenses had increased by more 

than 30% since the pandemic. No operators reported lower 

or even stable costs. Labor costs followed a similar trend—

more than 90% of operators saw an increase, with nearly 

half saying wages had risen by more than 30%. Operational 

expenses such as utilities, rent, insurance, and credit card 

fees also climbed, with 97% of operators reporting an 

increase and more than half seeing a signifi cant spike.

As expected, food and labor costs remain the biggest 

fi nancial burdens, ranking as the top two factors impacting 

profi tability for Iowa operators. But other expenses are 

adding to the strain. Credit card processing fees, rent, 

utilities, and insurance are cutting further into already tight 

margins. Infl ation, economic uncertainty, and workforce 

challenges only added to the pressure in 2024, making it 

even harder for operators to manage costs and maintain 

profi tability.

Th e Cost of Everything…
Iowa Operators Face Rising Expenses, Shrinking Margins

A Closer Look at Iowa’s Restaurant Landscape

57%
30%

of operators report overall expenses 
increased more than...

90%
30%of operators saw an increase 

in labor costs. 

Nearly HALF of those 
operators say wages 

have risen by...

84%
of operators rank food costs among their TOP TWO concerns

R
ES

TAURANTS
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Iowa operators aren’t alone in facing rising expenses. Across 

the country, restaurant costs have climbed at similar rates, 

with average food and labor expenses now more than 30% 

higher than pre-pandemic levels. Insurance and energy 

costs have also added to the burden, with 88% of operators 

nationally citing rising insurance costs as a concern and 83% 

struggling with increased utility expenses.

Looking ahead, restaurant operators nationwide expect 

2025 to bring more of the same. Labor costs, food costs, and 

hiring challenges remain top concerns for both full-service 

and limited-service operators. While expenses aren’t likely to 

drop, national trends suggest that maintaining sales volume 

and improving operational effi ciencies will be critical for 

navigating the high-cost environment.

National Trends Show Similar Challenges

IOWA RESTAURANT COSTS & CHALLENGES: 2019-2024

0

10

20

30

40

50

OVERALL COSTS
LABOR COSTS
OPERATIONAL COSTS

INCREASED DECREASED SAME

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f O

p
er

at
o

rs

FOOD

0 1 2 3 4 5

LABOR

CARD FEES

RENT/
MORGATGE

UTILITIES

INSURANCE

Cost Increases Since 2019 Cost Categories 
Impacting Profi tability

0

20

40

60

80

100

IOWA
NATIONAL

FOOD LABOR INSURANCE

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f O

p
er

at
o

rs
 A

ff 
ec

te
d

LABOR

0 2 4 6 8 10

FOOD

INFLATION

ECONOMY

INSURANCE

UTILITIES

Cost Increases Since 2019 Biggest Challenges in 2024

ENERGY

Ranking from Operators

Ranking from Operators



  IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION                                                                                                                                             FIRST ISSUE | SPRING 2025 1312  SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION  IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATEIOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE12  SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE

Nearly 80% of Iowa restaurant owners reported that diners became more focused on value in 2024. The Iowa Restaurant 

Association’s 2025 State of the Industry report found that 63% of operators introduced new discounts, deals, or promotions 

in response. The most common strategies included limited-time specials (57%), happy hour or time-based deals (52%), combo 

meals or bundled pricing (36%), and loyalty or rewards programs (31%).

Looking ahead, 45% of Iowa operators said they plan to introduce new value-focused promotions in 2025, while another 36% 

remain undecided.

National data refl ects similar trends. The National Restaurant Association’s 2025 State of the Industry report shows 

that 95% of operators noticed more value-driven consumers in 2024, and 53% introduced new promotions. Discounting 

strategies varied by segment, with 60% of limited-service operators offering new deals compared to 33% of fi ne-dining 

establishments. Nearly half of operators nationally expect to maintain value-focused promotions into 2025.

Th e New Value-Driven Guest: 
Experience, Engagement, and Opportunity

Findings from the National Restaurant Association 2025 State of the Industry Report 

show that discounts and promotions strongly infl uence dining decisions:

Consumer Behavior Off ers Clues

82%
of delivery customers say a daily special, discount, 
or promotion impacts where they order.

75%
of quick-service and coff ee shop customers 
prioritize value.

62%
of full-service diners factor value into choosing a 
sit-down restaurant.

R
ES

TAURANTS
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While discounts and promotions are effective 

for driving short-term traffi c, loyalty programs 

are helping restaurants strengthen long-term 

customer relationships. National research 

shows that 61% of delivery customers and 54% 

of quick-service customers prefer restaurants 

where they are loyalty members.

Iowa operators have already taken steps to 

adapt to evolving consumer expectations. 

Aligning local strategies with national trends 

may help drive traffi c, improve engagement, and 

position businesses for stronger growth in 2025.

Off-premises dining remains a critical component of restaurant 

operations heading into 2025. The National Restaurant 

Association’s 2025 State of Off-Premises report highlights how 

customer expectations across delivery, takeout, and drive-thru 

experiences continue to converge, with speed, service, and 

perceived value being top priorities.

Value-driven promotions are still a major decision driver in off-

premise dining. More than eight in ten off-premises customers 

said they would take advantage of daily specials, combo meals, 

and buy-one-get-one (BOGO) offers if available. Discounts during 

off-peak times present another opportunity, with roughly 80% of 

customers across all segments indicating they would dine at less 

busy times if incentivized by a discount.

LOYALTY
as a Value Strategy

57%
limited-time discounts

52%
happy hour or 

time-based meals

36%
combo meals 

or bundled pricing

31%
loyalty or rewards programs

Value Nearly as High as 
Speed and Service

Loyalty programs continue to gain momentum 

as well. In Iowa, 31% of restaurants reported 

offering loyalty or rewards programs in 2024. 

Nationally, limited-service operators led 

adoption, with three out of four noting increased 

traffi c tied to loyalty efforts. Among full-service 

restaurants, 80% of fi ne-dining operators with 

loyalty programs reported positive outcomes.

Iowa Restaurant Operators 
Deliver Value

Off -Premises Customers Rank
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Traveler expectations continued to shift in 2024—and Iowa hotels adapted. While restaurants 

across the state adapted to greater value-consciousness in 2024, hotels responded by enhancing 

guest experiences and marketing to event-driven travelers. Nearly three-quarters of Iowa 

hoteliers reported growth in group bookings, in-state tourism, and youth sports-related travel. 

About 72% said they now off er guaranteed group rates for events, while 
73% noted a measurable increase in sports-related tourism over the past 
two years.

Iowa Hotels Focus on Loyalty and Experiences 
to Meet Evolving Guest Expectations

National Trends Refl ect Local Strategies
National, hotels are seeing the same shift. According to the American Hotel & Lodging Association’s 2025 State of the 

Industry Report, 72% of consumers now expect companies to adapt to their evolving preferences.

Across the country hotels responded by:
Creating travel packages for 
solo guests

Building customizable group 
experiences

Investing in wellness and 
“digital detox” programs

Younger travelers, solo adventurers, and families are all looking for 
more tailored options that fi t their lifestyle.

HOTELS

To meet rising demand, many Iowa properties introduced bundled packages, extended stay offers, and 

partnerships with local attractions. About 41% of hotels said they are actively marketing local tours, culinary 

experiences, or customized activities to enhance guest stays. Operators noted that guests were still focused on 

price—but increasingly sought added value through personalized experiences, convenience, and service.

Delivering Value Th rough Experiences

Some Iowa hotels are already making changes. Operators reported offering extended dining hours, local 

culinary packages, and curated tours to create more memorable stays. At the national level, brands are also 

expanding beyond the stay itself—investing in experiences like wellness retreats, gaming, and entertainment 

to diversify their revenue streams and keep guests engaged.

Personalization Matters More Th an Ever
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Looking ahead, Iowa’s hotel operators will need to continue balancing value with 

experience. Loyalty programs, dynamic pricing options, and partnerships with local 

businesses that highlight their communities are likely to grow in importance.

With infl ation and economic uncertainty still in the picture, properties that offer fl exible, 

personalized experiences—and build stronger guest loyalty—will be better positioned to 

succeed.

72 % 
off ered guaranteed group rates for events

73% 
reported growth in special event and sports tournament bookings

41% 
partnered with local businesses and attractions

33% 
promoted “staycation” options for in-state travelers

• Wellness-driven experiences: Offer fi tness, nature, and digital detox 

programs. Purpose-driven partnerships: Highlight sustainability and local 

community connections.

• Enhanced safety measures: Especially for solo women travelers.

• Revenue diversifi cation: Expand beyond traditional stays with new services, 

experiences, and pricing options.

Preparing for 2025 
and Beyond

National Strategies to Watch

In 2024, Iowa hotel operators highlighted several strategies that helped 

attract guests:

Delivering Experiences: 
Local Strategies from Iowa Hotels

As competition for leisure and event-

driven guests intensifi es, Iowa hotels 

that combine value, experience, 

personalization, and innovation 

will be positioned for stronger 

performance in 2025 and beyond.

Th e American Hotel & Lodging Association recommends 
additional strategies for keeping up with evolving demand:
• Customized group accommodations: Let guests tailor room setups and activities.
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While Iowa operators share this belief, their pace of technology adoption remains more measured—prioritizing only the most 

essential upgrades and solutions that directly improve effi ciency, guest experience, or security without adding unnecessary 

complexity or cost.

Digital Demands, Operational Realities, 
& Iowa’s Careful Shift to New Hospitality Technologies

Iowa hospitality operators are taking a cautious but strategic approach 

to technology. Among Iowa restaurants, 58% said they do not plan major 

technology investments this year, citing cost and uncertainty about return 

on investment as key barriers to tech upgrades. Those who are making 

purchases are focusing on acquiring tools that support customer loyalty and 

operational effi ciency:

53% are investing in loyalty or reward programs

53% are expanding digital or location-based marketing

30% are adding inventory management technology

27% are enhancing workforce management systems

23% are beginning to explore AI integration

Iowa hotels are moving slightly faster on technology upgrades. 86% of Iowa hotels surveyed are 

implementing or planning to adopt cloud-based property management systems, with others expressed 

interest in automated check-in technology, smart room features, and cybersecurity upgrades. Like 

restaurants, hotel operators listed cost and value uncertainty as their primary hesitation to making new 

investments.

Across the country, restaurant and hotel operators increasingly view 

technology as a necessary investment, not just a nice-to-have. In the 

National Restaurant Association’s latest research, 83% of operators said 

technology gives them a competitive advantage—and a majority plan to 

expand their tech investments this year.

Among restaurants nationwide:
• 65% plan to invest in digital or location-based marketing

• 58% will invest in loyalty and rewards systems

• 54% will upgrade back-offi ce tech for compliance and payroll

• 51% plan investments in workforce management

• 53% expect to strengthen cybersecurity measures in 2025

National Outlook: Technology Moves 
from Optional to Essential
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From Kitchens to Guest Rooms: AI’s Growing Role in Hospitality
Artificial intelligence is quietly reshaping both restaurant and hotel 

operations, offering new opportunities to improve guest experiences, 

strengthen efficiency, and address persistent workforce challenges.

Among Iowa restaurant operators, 23% reported they are beginning to 

explore AI integration for 2025. Nationally, the interest is even stronger—

nearly one-third of restaurant operators say they plan to invest in AI-driven 

tools to streamline reservations, manage menus, optimize inventory, and 

improve marketing personalization.

On the hotel side, AI is expanding guest-controlled experiences. Tools 

like dynamic attribute-based room selection, smart building systems for 

sustainability, and AI-powered concierge services are allowing guests to 

customize their stays more easily. Hotels are also looking to AI for real-

time pricing optimization, predictive maintenance, and cybersecurity 

enhancements.

National surveys show that 30% of travelers now say they are likely to use 

AI platforms for travel planning, and AI-driven tools are starting to influence 

bookings by offering direct links to hotel sites, helping operators reclaim 

direct business.

As digital expectations continue to evolve, Iowa hospitality operators are 

moving carefully but deliberately toward a more connected future. Those 

who invest wisely—boosting efficiency, earning loyalty, and building trust—

will be ready to compete in a digital-first hospitality world.

The hotel industry is also undergoing major digital transformation, driven 

by evolving guest expectations. According to the American Hotel & Lodging 

Association’s 2025 State of the Industry and Partner Trends Reports, 

leading hotel brands are focusing on:

Hotels are increasingly offering guests the ability to personalize their 

experience from pre-arrival through post-stay, and many are partnering 

with tech providers to develop bundled solutions that reduce operational 

costs while improving guest satisfaction.

Hotels See Opportunity in 
Guest-Controlled Experiences

•	 Guest-controlled stays (attribute-based selling for room features like 

balconies, higher floors, mini-kitchens)

•	 Technology consolidation to simplify operations and reduce vendor 

complexity

•	 Expanded wellness and eco-conscious offerings through smart building 

systems

•	 Strengthened cybersecurity as a guest trust and loyalty imperative
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Today, nearly half of Iowa’s restaurant 

operators say their businesses are not 

profitable. Many cite rising costs—

especially labor, food, and credit card 

fees—as the biggest barriers to recovery. 

Targeted tax relief that increases 

employee take-home pay, while 

protecting employer wage models, could 

offer timely support to an industry still 

working to rebuild margins and stability. 

This year, the Iowa Restaurant Association has supported efforts at both the state 

and federal levels to eliminate income tax on tips—while preserving wage structures 

that are essential to restaurant operations. The conversation began at the national 

level, with then-candidate and now President Trump elevating the issue. The No Tax 

on Tips Act of 2025 was introduced by Sen. Ted Cruz, and Iowa lawmakers followed 

with proposals modeled on the same concept.

 Advancing Tip Tax Relief

ONLY 6.25% 
anticipate major system impacts.

Strong Operator Backing
Recent Iowa Restaurant Association survey results show strong 

support for eliminating income tax on tips—but preserving the FICA 

tip credit remains essential. If the credit were impacted, 25.8% of op-

erators said they would face higher labor costs, and 20.9% said they 

would need to raise menu prices.

58% 
of operators support eliminating 
income tax on tips if the FICA tip 

credit remains intact.

57.8% 
say no significant tracking 
changes would be needed.

From Des Moines to D.C.

grinnellmutual.com

PERSONAL | BUSINESS | REINSURANCE

BUILDING A BANQUET OF COVERAGES
SO YOU CAN BUILD A HEALTHY TOMORROW
Our tailor-made restaurant package covers everything from food spoilage to entertainment

to your personal property and more. We have the four-star service your business needs. 

Trust in Tomorrow.® Talk to us today.

“Trust in Tomorrow.” and “Grinnell Mutual” are registered trademarks of Grinnell Mutual Reinsurance Company, SI. © Grinnell Mutual Reinsurance Company, SI, 2025
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Managing a business means accounting for every dollar. From restaurants to 
manufacturers and every small business in between, MidAmerican’s Qualified 
Service Providers (QSPs) can help you identify energy-saving opportunities and 
provide exclusive incentives designed specifically for you.

GET ACCESS TO:
	X Free QSP-delivered energy assessments 

	X Exclusive incentives for energy-efficient equipment

	X Professional guidance, implementation and installation

SAVE BIG WITH THE  
SMALL BUSINESS  
EXPRESS PROGRAM

MidAmericanEnergy.com/sbx 

800-432-8583
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Credit card swipe fees have quietly become one of the biggest expenses for Iowa 

restaurants and hotels, with operators expected to pay more than $220 million 

this year. Over $18 million of that will be charged on sales and hotel/motel taxes—

money businesses collect for the state. Instead of helping their bottom line, these 

transactions actually cost operators to process. Nationally, swipe fees now total $187 

billion a year and add more than $1,100 to the average family’s annual cost of living.

Restaurants & Hotels Battle Swipe Fees

From Des Moines to D.C.

That’s why the Iowa Restaurant Association and Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association worked alongside a coalition 

of business groups to support the introduction of HSB 324—a bill that would prohibit credit card companies 

from charging swipe fees on state-collected tax. The bill, modeled after legislation already passed in Illinois, was 

introduced late in the session but successfully passed out of subcommittee. It remains eligible for consideration 

when lawmakers return in January for the second half of the legislative session. If approved, it could save the 

average Iowa restaurant more than $1,800 a year and the average hotel more than $6,500.

At the federal level, swipe fee reform faces even tougher opposition. The bipartisan Credit Card Competition 

Act (CCCA) would create competition in a market currently dominated by just two companies—Visa and 

Mastercard—who control more than 80% of credit card processing in the U.S. Supporters estimate the bill 

could save businesses and consumers more than $16 billion annually. Still, it faces pushback from the banking 

and credit card industries, which have mounted aggressive campaigns to raise concerns about potential 

impacts. National advocates, including the National Restaurant Association, argue that the bill is carefully 

targeted and would not eliminate rewards programs or harm small banks.

Targeting Swipe Fees on State Taxes

About 35% of Iowa restaurants already add a surcharge to offset swipe fees, and nearly 

all others are considering it. Most hotels are restricted by brand agreements from adding surcharges, but nearly 

80% of Iowa hotel operators said eliminating swipe fees on state taxes would offer meaningful financial relief.

Federal Reform Faces Heavy Industry Opposition

Surcharges, Savings, and Swipe Fee Pain

Swipe fees remain a major pressure point for Iowa’s hospitality businesses. Progress is being made, but the 

road ahead won’t be easy. The Iowa Restaurant Association and Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association will keep 

working at both the state and federal levels to push for reforms that put fairness back into the payment 

system.

Pushing Ahead

Managing a business means accounting for every dollar. From restaurants to 
manufacturers and every small business in between, MidAmerican’s Qualified 
Service Providers (QSPs) can help you identify energy-saving opportunities and 
provide exclusive incentives designed specifically for you.

GET ACCESS TO:
	X Free QSP-delivered energy assessments 

	X Exclusive incentives for energy-efficient equipment

	X Professional guidance, implementation and installation

SAVE BIG WITH THE  
SMALL BUSINESS  
EXPRESS PROGRAM

MidAmericanEnergy.com/sbx 

800-432-8583
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Advocating for a stronger business environment is a year-round effort—and 
Iowa’s hospitality industry is making its voice heard at both the state and 
federal levels. This spring, the Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association (IHLA) and 
Iowa Restaurant Association (IRA) joined national partners in Washington, 
D.C., to push for tax fairness, capital access, and swipe fee reform, while also 
advancing state legislation to address double taxation on hotel supplies.

Today, about half of Iowa restaurants are still carrying pandemic-era debt, with an average balance of $150,000 per location. 
Nearly one-third of Iowa hotels are managing debt loads averaging $750,000 per property. Combined, Iowa’s hospitality 
industry is carrying more than $700 million in pandemic-related debt—debt that limits reinvestment, expansion, and staffi ng.
State-level fi xes like ending double taxation on hotel supplies, and national reforms that expand access to capital and stabilize 
tax policy, are critical to helping Iowa’s restaurants and hotels recover fully and compete for future tourism dollars.

The challenges are real, but Iowa’s hospitality industry continues to advocate—building coalitions, educating lawmakers, and 
fi ghting for a more sustainable business environment.

Inaction Has a Price: Why Federal 
and State Reforms Matter

Iowa’s Hospitality Industry Pushes for Tax Reforms

From Des Moines to D.C.

At the state level, IHLA is backing SF 419, a bill that would exempt essential 
lodging supplies—such as toiletries, towels, bottled water, and cleaning 

products—from state sales tax. Under current law, these items are unfairly 
taxed twice: once when purchased by hotels and again when included in the 

room charge. Introduced by Rep. Craig Johnson and co-sponsored by a bipartisan 
group of lawmakers, the bill passed its fi rst subcommittee and remains eligible for 

action during the second half of the legislative session.

National Advocacy: Expanding Access to 
Capital, Protecting Main Street Businesses

In Washington, IHLA and IRA joined efforts organized 
by AAHOA and the National Restaurant Association. 
Meetings with lawmakers focused on:

• LIONS Act – Doubles SBA loan limits from $5 
million to $10 million, critical for fi nancing hotel and 
restaurant projects.

• Main Street Tax Certainty Act – Makes the 
20% Qualifi ed Business Income (QBI) deduction for 
small businesses permanent.

• ALIGN Act and AIMM Act – Restores full 
accelerated depreciation and reinstates interest 
deductibility for business investments.

Iowa Eff orts: Fixing Double Taxation on Hotel Inputs
it’s all in the details

Find an agent & request a quote at 
societyinsurance.com

TRIED-AND-TRUE RESTAURANT & BAR COVERAGE WITH 
NO SURPRISES. SMALL DETAIL. BIG DIFFERENCE.
Long-standing industry expertise means that nobody understands the unique challenges of protecting your hospitality 

business better than Society Insurance. Offering tried-and-true specialized programs, we are proud to provide 

comprehensive coverage for restaurants and bars.



  IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION                                                                                                                                             FIRST ISSUE | SPRING 2025IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE 20 SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION    IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE                                                                                                                                                   ISSUE ## | SEASON 20## 23

it’s all in the details

Find an agent & request a quote at 
societyinsurance.com

TRIED-AND-TRUE RESTAURANT & BAR COVERAGE WITH 
NO SURPRISES. SMALL DETAIL. BIG DIFFERENCE.
Long-standing industry expertise means that nobody understands the unique challenges of protecting your hospitality 

business better than Society Insurance. Offering tried-and-true specialized programs, we are proud to provide 

comprehensive coverage for restaurants and bars.



SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION  IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION                                                                                                                                             FIRST ISSUE | SPRING 2025 2524  SEASON 20##  |  ISSUE ##                                                                                                                                                    IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE

• Spanish-speaking individuals in Iowa’s hospitality Industry.
• Those ready to advance their careers or transition in into 

hospitality.
• No prior certifications or experience needed.
• Class cost are covered for students living or working in Adair, 

Boone, Dallas, Greene, Grundy, Guthrie, Hamilton, 
Harding, Jasper, Madison, Mahaska, Marion, Marshall, 
Polk, Poweshiek, Story, Tama,  Warren, and Webster 
counties. 

Who Can Access

A grant from Iowa Workforce Development has enabled the Iowa Restaurant 
Association to offer free bilingual certification training in 19 central Iowa counties. 

This program provides Spanish-speaking hospitality workers with the opportunity to 
advance their careers through nationally recognized certifications at no cost, apart 

from a fully refundable $50 book deposit. 

Advance Your Employees
and Your Establishment

Employers can invest in their team’s growth through these programs, which build 
essential skills and enhance operation standards. Participants can earn valuable 

industry certifications which can open door to higher-paying roles and 
leadership opportunities in Iowa’s growing hospitality industry.  

LEARN IN SPANISH
Classes taught by certified 
bilingual instructors

NO HIDDEN COST
Only a refundable $50 book deposit 
required, when you attend class

CONVENIENT LOCATION
All classes take place in West Des Moines

For more information:
restaurantiowa.com | 515.276.1454

National Restaurant Association
TM
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Iowa’s tourism promotion groups are under 

growing pressure to compete for events, 

tournaments, and group travel in a national 

market where funding often determines who 

wins the bid. In response, many states are 

adopting Tourism Improvement Districts 

(TIDs)—special areas where lodging assessments 

fund tourism promotion and development. 

Unlike traditional taxes, TID funds are directed 

by the businesses paying them.

When Iowa tourism leaders approached the 

Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association (IHLA) about 

supporting similar legislation, IHLA agreed—

on the condition that hotels would retain full 

control over how any funds are used. While still 

cautious about adding new fees to lodging stays, 

the Association has worked to ensure operators 

remain in the driver’s seat.

Industry Input and Guest Experience Insights

Districts would require support from more than 50% of affected lodging providers (weighted by assessment) and fi nal 

approval by local governments. Plans would be subject to public notice, input, and renewal votes. Unlike other local 

assessment programs, SSTIDs would be governed by business operators—not property owners.

Each district would be overseen by an independent board made up entirely of hotel operators or their designees. That 

board—not city offi cials—would decide how funds are used. In some markets, funds might help offset room rebates or cover 

competitive bid fees—but all decisions would stay with the hotels. Collection would occur through local government, but 

spending authority would rest with a hotel-led owner’s association.

Built-in Guardrails, Hotel-Led Oversight
House File 760, introduced late in the legislative session, would give 

communities a framework to create “Self Supported Tourism Improve-

ment Districts” (SSTIDs). Under the bill:

• Lodging businesses must initiate and support the process.

• Only lodging businesses can be assessed.

• Funds must be used for services that benefi t those same businesses.

• Existing public tourism funding cannot be reduced or replaced.
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hospitality.
• No prior certifications or experience needed.
• Class cost are covered for students living or working in Adair, 
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Polk, Poweshiek, Story, Tama,  Warren, and Webster 
counties. 
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A grant from Iowa Workforce Development has enabled the Iowa Restaurant 
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from a fully refundable $50 book deposit. 
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National Restaurant Association
TM

Hotels Weigh In on 
Tourism District Legislation

Because Iowa operates on a two-year legislative cycle, House File 760 remains eligible for consideration in 2025. IHLA will 

continue working with hotel operators, tourism allies, and legislators to shape a model that drives room nights—and delivers 

real value for Iowa hotels.

IHLA’s statewide hotel operator survey helped guide discussions. Among respondents:

55% support allowing hotel-funded TIDs, as long as funding decision control stays with hotels.

42% already enhance guest stays through local experiences; 33% through culinary off erings.
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US Foods® is proud to offer an unmatched portfolio of quality 
Exclusive Brands products that consistently deliver on expectations, 

coupled with our innovative Scoop™ items - all setting the bar of product 
excellence, from a company rooted in product development.

© 2025 US Foods, Inc. 05-2025 FMK-20250422-5547350

Restaurantowner.com Available at Member Rate
Through a new partnership with the 

National Restaurant Association, the 

Iowa Restaurant Association is now 

offering members discounted access 

to one of the industry’s most valuable 

resources—RestaurantOwner.com. 

The platform includes templates, 

checklists, training materials, webinars, 

startup resources, and more. Visit 

restaurantiowa.com to access special 

pricing.

The Iowa Restaurant Association is 

traveling the state to teach ServSafe 

Alcohol and ServSafe Certifi ed Food 

Protection Manager classes. If you 

have a group in need of training, 

contact Katelyn Adams at 515-276-

1454 or kadams@restaurantiowa.com. 

Minimum class sizes apply. Available 

grant funds may help reduce costs.

Bring ServSafe to Your Community

INDUSTRY NEWS

Gather Your Foursome
The Iowa Restaurant Association’s annual Duffers, Diners 

and Drives Golf Outing is Wednesday, June 11 at 9 a.m. 

at Toad Valley Golf Course in Pleasant Hill. Enjoy food 

and beverages throughout this golf event for eaters and 

drinkers! Register at restaurantiowa.com.

Award Nominations Open
Nominations are now open in all award categories for hotel 

and restaurant awards as well as 40 Women to Watch in 

Iowa’s Hospitality Industry.  Nominations can be made at 

restaurantiowa.com or hotellodgingiowa.com.  Honorees 

will be recognized in the Fall at each association’s awards 

program.

Call for Culinary Competitors
The Iowa Restaurant Association is inviting chefs from 

across the state to compete in its annual Culinary 

Competition. This year’s event is sponsored by the Iowa 

Beef Industry Council, Choose Iowa, and Lola’s Fine Hot 

Sauce.

 IRA Board Welcomes New Members
Congratulations to the newest members of the Iowa 

Restaurant Association Board of Directors:

• Arturo Mora, Flame Group, Des Moines

• Jezuz Lopez, Des Moines Supply

• Don Garrett, Smash Park, West Des Moines
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Sourcing with Purpose

Delivering a Better Tomorrow®Visit www.syscofoodie.com/sustainable-agriculture to learn 
more about Sysco’s commitment to sustainable agriculture.

Over 1.3 million acres are devoted to  
Sysco Brand agricultural products worldwide. 

By choosing Sysco Brand canned and frozen fruits & vegetables, 
Sysco customers aren’t only serving great meals today –  

they’re serving a commitment to a more sustainable future.
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Restaurants Face Cost Hikes and DRAM Pressures
Among Iowa restaurant operators, one in three reported diffi culty securing business insurance. High premiums and fewer 

coverage options were the top reasons. Just under 20% said their DRAM insurance costs have increased signifi cantly in the 

past three years, and more than half reported slight increases. Only 1.6% saw any kind of decrease. While more than half 

of restaurant respondents said they had no issues securing coverage this year, 40% still indicated the cost and availability 

landscape is shifting—and not in their favor.

New Categories, New Risks
An emerging issue is complicating the insurance picture even further: THC beverages. As more Iowa restaurants and bars 

explore serving these products, questions remain about how best to insure against potential risks. Is coverage best handled 

through an existing DRAM policy? A rider? Or property and casualty insurance? So far, 10% of restaurant operators say they 

are already serving THC-infused beverages, and another 20% are considering it. With demand still developing and state-level 

rules evolving, many operators and insurers are left without clear guidance.

Coverage at a Crossroads
Insurance used to be something you reviewed once a year—now, it’s a regular part of business conversations. Whether it’s 

rising premiums, shrinking provider pools, or fi guring out how to cover THC drinks, hospitality operators are being forced to 

think differently. The Iowa Restaurant Association and Iowa Hotel & Lodging Association are keeping a close eye on these 

shifts and talking with providers about how to manage emerging risks without adding unnecessary burden. It’s one more area 

where the ground is shifting—and where industry input and a collective voice matters. If you are not currently a member of 

one or both organizations, please invest and participate by joining today.

Rising premiums. Fewer coverage 

options. Unclear rules around new 

products like THC drinks. Across 

Iowa’s hospitality industry, insurance 

is becoming harder to navigate—and 

in some cases, harder to afford. From 

DRAM to property coverage, both 

restaurant and hotel operators say 

they’re feeling the pressure.

Under Pressure: 
Hospitality Operators Navigate Insurance Challenges

Hotels Report Climbing Costs 
and Fewer Choices

Nearly 65% of Iowa hotel operators said their property and casualty 
insurance costs have increased, even if they haven’t faced renewal issues. 

Another 18% reported some level of diffi culty fi nding or renewing coverage 
in the past year. When asked about the biggest challenges, 88% pointed to 

rising premiums, followed by limited competition among providers (25%) and 
insurers exiting the market (19%).
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Across the country, hospitality businesses are adjusting their workforce 

strategies—retaining staff where possible while scaling back aggressive 

hiring. In Iowa, the message is similar: labor challenges haven’t gone away, but 

they’ve shifted. Most operators are no longer in crisis, but they aren’t exactly 

comfortable either.

Labor Issues Better, But Still Weigh on Iowa’s Hospitality Industry

From Des Moines to D.C.

Iowa Tracks with 
National Trends

At the national level, restaurant hiring ticked up 

slightly in April, but industry jobs remain down nearly 

20,000 since January. Fullservice restaurants still 

haven’t regained their pre-pandemic employment 

levels, and operators everywhere are becoming more 

cautious with expansion plans. Iowa’s data reinforces 

what we’re hearing anecdotally: staffing may no 

longer dominate headlines, but it’s still shaping daily 

operations. Whether in hotels or restaurants, the labor 

conversation is far from over—and will remain central 

to Iowa’s hospitality recovery.

Staffing Tight, But Not Collapsing
According to the Iowa Restaurant Association’s 2025 State of the Industry survey, only 42% of restaurants consider 

themselves fully staffed. Nearly half (47%) say they’re still slightly understaffed, and another 11% say they remain 

significantly short-handed. Hotel operators echoed that reality—more than 40% said staffing shortages are among the 

biggest obstacles to growing revenue. Back-of-house roles remain the toughest to fill, with 39% of restaurants identifying 

chef and cook positions as their top challenge. For hotels, the biggest workforce issue isn’t a single position—it’s the 

cumulative pressure of recruiting, training, and retaining talent across departments.

Hiring Frustrations Persist
Finding experienced workers is the top hiring challenge 

for restaurants (39%), followed by wage competitiveness 

and difficulty attracting applicants. Looking ahead, 66% of 

restaurant operators expect 2025 hiring conditions to mirror 

2024. Only one in four expect things to get worse.

In the hotel sector, nearly 60% of operators say hiring and 

retention remain somewhat challenging, and nearly one in 

four describe it as “extremely challenging.”

Immigration Concerns Add 
Uncertainty

Both industries reported some level of concern from 

workers related to immigration enforcement. While 

most operators said fear was rare or nonexistent 

in their workplace, 24% of restaurant respondents 

and 33% of hotel respondents said employees had 

occasionally or frequently expressed concern.

Top reasons cited included fear of deportation of 

family members, changes in immigration policy, and 

uncertainty about documentation requirements.
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PROTECT YOUR ESTABLISHMENT

Gain certifi cation in responsible alcohol service while 
supporting your business or employer with Iowa’s 
affi rmative defense protections. The fi rst approved 
classroom-based program to offer this protection in Iowa, 
provides essential skills for serving alcohol responsibly and 
adds an extra layer of legal protection for businesses.

Curriculum: Training includes age verifi cation, recognizing 

signs of intoxication, handling diffi cult situations, and preventing 
underage sales.

Compliance: Fulfi lls Iowa’s affi rmative defense protection 

shielding employers from civil prosecution in cases of sale-to-
minor violations (18–20 years old), provided employees are 
certifi ed before the incident.

Duration: 4-hour classroom course, culminating in a nationally 

recognized certifi cation exam.

To view a schedule of 
upcoming classes, please 
visit restauranti owa.com.

ServSafe Alcohol Certifi cation



SPRING 2025 | FIRST ISSUE                                                                                                                                                   IOWA RESTAURANT ASSOCIATION  IOWA HOSPITALITY ADVOCATE

Iowa Restaurant Associati on
1501 42nd St., Ste 294
West Des Moines, IA 50266

www.restauranti owa.com

martinbros.com     |     800-847-2404   |

For over 80 years we have devoted our business to 
helping our customers grow their operations. 

At Martin Bros. we proudly remain a customer-centric, family and 
employee-owned operation with a strong mission to serve our 
customers with innovative solutions and superior performance by 
delivering the products, tools and service necessary to help you 
succeed.

ASK OUR TEAM HOW WE CAN HELP
WITH SOME OF TODAY’S TOP CHALLENGES:
   > OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY
   > SPEND MANAGEMENT
   > MENU/RECIPE DEVELOPMENT
   > MARKETING ASSISTANCE
   > STAFFING SOLUTIONS

Scan or visit
martinbros.com 
to learn more.

FOODSERVICE 
WITH A DIFFERENCE
Delivering Value Through Innovative Solutions


