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TABle OF CONTeNTS exeCuTIve SummARY

SeTTINg The TABle: FOOD INSeCuRITY AND 
PReCARIOuS emPlOYmeNT

The restaurant industry is one of  the nation’s largest 

sectors of  employment with 10 million workers,1 as well 

as one of  the fastest growing since the Great Recession of  

2008-2009.2 Yet the restaurant sector features some of  the 

lowest paying jobs in the country, accounting for almost 

half  of  American workers earning at or below the federal 

minimum wage,3 and employs more than 60 percent of  

all tipped workers.4 The federal minimum wage for tipped 

workers has remained at a mere $2.13 an hour since 1991.5,6 

Precarious employment conditions dominate the restaurant 

industry: restaurant workers face low wages, lack of  protection 

from termination, and lack of  access to social protection and 

benefits. Approximately 90 percent of  restaurant workers lack 

common employee benefits such as paid sick leave and medical 

benefits. Gender and racial segregation in the industry keep 

women and people of  color disproportionately concentrated 

in the lowest-paying positions.7 Furthermore, union affiliation 

(i.e. membership or coverage under collective bargaining 

agreements) in food service/restaurants is only 1.8 percent—a 

much lower rate compared to food processing industries, 

where the overall rate of  union coverage is 16 percent.8 
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It should present little surprise that many workers in the food 

system face serious challenges to feeding themselves and their 

families. Overall, 30 percent of  the 20 million food system 

workers in the United States—those who plant, harvest, process, 

pack, ship, stock, sell, prepare, and serve—are food insecure, 

double the rate of  food insecurity in the overall U.S. workforce.9 

Food security—defined by the United States Department of  

Agriculture (USDA) as access by all people at all times to enough 

food for an active, health life—requires the ready availability of  

nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and the assured ability to 

acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.10,11

 The paradox of  hungry workers in the food system reflects 

the broader context of  poverty and inequality in the United 

States, where approximately 50 million people—14.5 percent of  

the population—are considered to be food insecure.12 Adults who 

experience food insecurity are at greater risk for chronic disease, 

depression, and anxiety, while children who are food insecure 

struggle with greater levels of  anxiety, cognitive problems, and 

aggression.13 The magnitude of  food insecurity makes it a leading 

public health problem. 

 This report is the first of  its kind, presenting findings on 

the role that employment conditions have in affecting workers’ 

food security in the restaurant industry—the segment of  the food 

system that employs the greatest number of  workers. This report 

also provides recommendations for policymakers, employers, and 

consumers to improve the food security of  restaurant workers. It 

is based on surveys of  286 restaurants workers in New York City 

and the San Francisco Bay Area during 2011-2014.

 Details pertaining to survey design, data collection, and 

data analysis are provided in the full report.

Findings – Raise industRy standaRds to incRease Food secuRity
Precarious employment conditions make it difficult for many restaurant workers to meet their basic 
needs. The findings of  this study demonstrate how increasing wages, improving benefits, and addressing 
racial/ethnic and gender segregation in the industry has the potential to increase food security among 
workers. The findings from this study point to important differences in food security among restaurant 
workers by gender, race/ethnicity, geography, employment conditions, and labor affiliation. 

Of  the 286 restaurant workers surveyed for this report: 

•	 32	percent would be considered food insecure by the USDA definition—this is twice the 
overall rates of  food insecurity in New York City (NYC) and the San Francisco Bay Area

•	 36	percent felt that their incomes did not allow for adequate access to culturally appropriate 
foods

•	 20	percent relied on federal food assistance programs (SNAP or WIC)
•	 22	percent often relied on restaurant food because they did not have enough time to cook 

at home
•	 28	percent often relied on restaurant food because they could not afford to buy enough food
•	 49	percent in NYC did not consider the “family meal” provided by their employer at work 

to be nutritious (question not asked in the Bay Area)
•	 79	percent of  NYC respondents wanted to eat more fruits and vegetables than they presently 

did (question not asked in the Bay Area)
•	 Workers	in	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area	were	17	percent	less	likely	overall	to	be	

food	insecure	than	those	in	New	York	City after controlling for differences in workers’ 
demographics, work experience, labor affiliation, and region.a  One possible factor is the 
difference in minimum wages at the state level. At the time of  the survey, the minimum wage 
for both tipped and non-tipped workers in California was $8 whereas the tipped and non-
tipped minimum wages in New York State were $5 and $7.25, respectively.

• Organic and “sustainable” do not translate into better outcomes for workers. Bay	 Area	
restaurant	 workers	 who	 served	 organic	 or	 sustainable	 ingredients	 were	 22	
percent	more	likely	to	be	food	insecure compared to other Bay Area restaurant workers 
after controlling for demographic characteristics.a

• Documented immigration status is a more significant determinant of  food security than 
citizenship or country of  birth. Undocumented	 immigrant	 restaurant	 workers	
were	25	percent	more	 likely	 to	experience	 food	 insecurity on average compared 
to documented immigrants and US citizens together after controlling for age, race, gender, 
marital status, and survey region.a

FOOD SeCuRITY AND emPlOYmeNT CONDITIONS

• Employment conditions leading to HIGHER RISK OF FOOD INSECURITYa

• Frequent occurrence of  wage theft (“often”)
• Frequent occurrence of  tip theft (“often”)
• Lack of  or inconsistency in overtime pay (“never” or “sometimes”)
• Variable work schedule (i.e., changes monthly or weekly)

a Results are significant at the 95 percent confidence level (p≤0.05) at minimum. Marginal effects estimates are from 
logistic regression predicting food insecurity status as a function of demographic characteristics and survey region. 
Further details are provided in the full report and online appendix at www.foodfirst.org/publications/food-insecurity-
of-restaurant-workers.
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• Employment conditions leading to LOWER RISK OF FOOD 
INSECURITYa

• Full-time status with an employer
• Having paid time off  or paid sick days
• On-going job training that teaches workers new skills needed for 
promotion 
• Having employer-provided health insurance or being able to afford 
private health insurance
• Workers with wages of  at least $15/hour were less likely to rely 
on Federal food programs than those making less, holding other 
employment conditions constant

emPlOYmeNT CONDITIONS AND lABOR AFFIlIATION

Workers employed in restaurants with higher standards of  employment 
practices at the workplace level—guaranteed through union contracts 
or through participation in the High Road programb of  the Restaurant 
Opportunities Center of  New York (ROC-NY)—on the whole reported 
better employment conditions than other workers. 

Union members and High Road restaurant employees surveyed were 
significantlyc:

• More likely to receive paid sick days, vacation days, and time off
• More likely to have health insurance
• More likely to have received job training and teaching skills needed 

for promotion
• More likely to consistently receive time-and-a-half  overtime pay 
• Less likely to experience wage theft and tip theft

FOOD SeCuRITY AND lABOR AFFIlIATION

Union members and employees of  ROC-NY High Road restaurants 
reported significantly lower prevalence of  food insecurity than other workers 
who were not affiliated with a union, collective bargaining agreement, or 
a High Road restaurant – 33 percent of  unaffiliated workers were food 
insecure compared to 10 percent of  union members and 28 percent of  
High Road employees. Controlling for demographic variables, restaurant 
industry experience, and job categoryc:

The NYC 
eARNeD SICk TIme ACT

on april 1, 2014, after years 
of organizing by roc-ny and        
allies, new york city enacted 
its first-ever paid sick days law.  
the law guarantees up to 5 paid 
sick days for most workers. 

For more information about 
the paid sick days law, visit        
www.rocny.org. at the time 
surveys were conducted for 
this report, nyc did not have a 
law mandating paid sick days.

b the new york city restaurant industry roundtable is a collaboration of restaurant owners, 
workers, consumers, and roc-ny.  the roundtable awards High road status to restaurants 
with exemplary practices in the following areas: paid sick days, access to affordable health 
care, opportunities for career mobility and advancement, and lowest non-tipped wage at 
least 25 percent higher than the new york State minimum wage.
c Results are significant at the 95 percent confidence level (p≤0.05) for Fisher’s exact tests 
comparing employment conditions across groups. Further details are provided in the full 
report and online appendix at www.foodfirst.org/publications/food-insecurity-of-restaurant-
workers.

• Union members were 27 percent less likely to be food insecure compared to unaffiliated workers. 
ROC-NY High Road restaurant workers were 15 percent less likely to be food insecure compared 
to unaffiliated workers. Altogether, these workers were 19 percent less likely to be food insecure.

• Union members and High Road restaurant workers were significantly less likely to rely on public 
food assistance programs.

• Union members and High Road restaurant workers were significantly less likely to have frequently 
relied on consuming restaurant food at work because they were unable to afford to buy enough 
food for home.

ReCOmmeNDATIONS

POlICYmAkeRS ShOulD:
1. Increase the minimum wage and eliminate the sub-minimum wage for tipped workers at the   
 federal, state, and local levels.  Federal, state, and local policymakers should raise the minimum   
 wage to $15 and index it to automatically rise with inflation.  
2. Guarantee rights to common employee benefits such as paid sick leave, paid family and medical   
 leave, and other medical benefits. 
3. Reduce occupational segregation by developing greater pathways for career mobility in the   
 restaurant industry.  
4. Increase penalties and enforcement for employers who engage in wage theft and other illegal   
 practices.  
5. Guarantee the right to organize to all workers, and protect against retaliation for organizing.  
6. Initiate and support further study and dialogue.  The causes and effects of  food security among   
 restaurant workers are complex and deserve ongoing study and discussion. 

emPlOYeRS ShOulD:
1. Enhance employees’ food security by increasing wages and expanding benefits. 
2. Develop schedules that meet both employers’ and workers’ needs.  
3. Adopt and clearly communicate, including in writing, company policies and procedures.  Policies   
 should  address wages, benefits, anti-discrimination, and harassment to protect the well-being and  
 security of  all workers. 
4. Respect the internationally recognized workers’ right to freedom of  association and collective   
 bargaining. Ensuring workers’ right to organize would likely result in greater food security.

CONSumeRS ShOulD:
1. Patronize unionized and High Road restaurants that voluntarily provide higher wages, better   
 benefits, and opportunities for all workers to advance.   
2. Speak to employers every time you buy food or eat out.  Let employers know that you care about   
 the economic security and food security of  the restaurant’s employees.
3. Support restaurant workers who have filed legal charges or have active campaigns against    
 exploitation at  their restaurants.  
4. Let policymakers know that you will not tolerate poverty wages, lack of  basic health benefits,   
 including paid sick days, and wage theft in the restaurant industry.  
5. Help educate other consumers and food justice advocates about the need to ensure that    
 restaurant workers and all food chain workers and their families have food security.
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I. INTRODuCTION

The food service sector is a vital segment of  the United States economy 

and one of  the nation’s largest sectors of  employment with over 10 million 

workers.14 The restaurant industry in particular has been one of  the fastest 

growing segments of  the economy since 2000 and especially during the Great 

Recession of  2008.15 In 2013, job growth in the industry hit an 18-year high 

of  3.7 percent. Looking ahead, employment in food preparation and serving 

occupations is projected to grow 9 percent between 2012 and 2022.16 These 

trends reflect broader changes in the economy including growth in service 

sector jobs, precarious employment, and flexible labor practices.17,18,19,20 

Understanding the paradox of  food insecure and hungry workers in the food 

system requires a better understanding of  the employment conditions that 

workers experience on a daily basis.

 The restaurant sector features some of  the lowest paying jobs in the 

country, accounting for almost half  of  American workers earning at or below 

the federal minimum wage,21 and employs more than 60 percent of  all tipped 

workers.22 The federal minimum wage for tipped workers has remained 

unchanged since 1991 at a mere $2.13 an hour.23,24  In addition, approximately 

90 percent of  restaurant workers lack common employee benefits such as 

paid sick leave and medical benefits. Gender and racial segregation in the 

industry keep women and people of  color disproportionately concentrated 

in the lowest-paying positions.25 In addition to low wages, lack of  schedule 

control, job instability, and nonstandard work hours are common employment 

conditions experienced by a majority of  restaurant workers.26 

 These precarious employment conditions27 (see Box 1, “Precarious 

Employment for Restaurant Workers”) make it difficult for many workers to 

meet their own basic needs.28 This has major consequences for public welfare 

programs–for example, front-line employees in food service establishments 

participate in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, 

formerly known as food stamps) at twice the rate of  the general population.29 

Given the sizeable share of  Americans who make up the restaurant industry’s 

workforce, it is crucial to understand how restaurant workers’ livelihoods 

and daily struggles are connected to employment conditions in this growing 

industry.
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S BOx 1. PReCARIOuS emPlOYmeNT FOR ReSTAuRANT WORkeRS 

 Precarious employment conditions include nonstandard employment, low wages, poor protec-
tions from termination of employment, and lack of access to social protection and benefits. Precarious 
employment conditions have become increasingly prevalent and are concentrated among workers in 
lower-paid occupations and among women, people of color, and immigrants. 30, 31, 32  

 the majority of workers in restaurant occupations face precarious employment conditions. in 
2012, the restaurant opportunities centers united (roc-unitEd) interviewed thousands of workers in 
the top restaurant markets nationwide on the conditions of the restaurant industry compiling surveys 
of restaurant workers around the country. the study revealed that a majority of restaurant workers did 
not have health insurance, paid vacation days, paid sick days, and had gone to work while sick.33  more 
recently, a survey of human resource practices in the restaurant industry documented that the majority 
of restaurant workers receive low wages, few benefits, and insufficient work hours. As a result of these 
precarious employment conditions, the industry is characterized by relatively high levels of worker turn-
over and workforce instability,34 while the majority of restaurant workers struggle to meet their basic 
needs for food, transportation, housing, and utilities.35 
 Such conditions impact worker health directly and indirectly.36  at the individual level, perceived 
job insecurity is a significant predictor of subsequent food insecurity and health, even when controlling 
for social, demographic and job characteristics, and various personal health variables.37,38,39,40 individuals 
facing precarious employment may experience negative physical and mental health outcomes—includ-
ing less healthy eating practices41 —due to increased stress,42 work-life conflict,43  feeling powerless over 
their work situation,44  and feeling uncertain about their future prospects.45  Quantitative studies using 
cross-country data have suggested positive correlations between countries’ health outcomes and indi-
cators of social redistributive policies, employment protection, and union strength.46,47,48  

FOOD INSeCuRITY: AN OCCuPATIONAl heAlTh hAzARD

 The United States Department of  Agriculture (USDA) identifies 

food security–access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, 

health life–as an important condition for a population to be healthy and well-

nourished. At a minimum, food security includes: 1) the ready availability of  

nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and 2) the assured ability to acquire 

acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways. 49,50  Food insecurity is present when 

these conditions are not met (see Box 2, “How is Food Security Measured?”).

 The magnitude of  food insecurity makes it a leading public health 

problem in the United States. Today, approximately 50 million people in the 

United States are food insecure.51  Adults who experience food insecurity 

are at greater risk for chronic disease, depression, and anxiety, and children 

who are food insecure struggle with greater levels of  anxiety and cognitive 

problems. Since 2008, the rates of  food insecurity experienced among 

households have risen at an unprecedented rate.52 The proportion of  

households experiencing food insecurity has increased by 30 percent from 

11.1 to 14.5 percent and the proportion of  those experiencing very low 

food security has risen by 40 percent from 4.1 to 5.78 percent. Households 

with incomes at or below 185 percent of  the poverty threshold, those with 

children, those headed by a single woman or a single man, black households, 
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and those with less formal education are more likely to experience food insecurity 

than their respective counterparts.53  

 According to the Food Chain Workers Alliance’s analysis of  the USDA’s 

Current Population Survey Food Security Supplement from 2010, 30.5 percent of  all 

food system workers experienced “very low” to “marginal food security”—twice the 

rate of  the U.S. workforce.54  Studies have also documented rates of  food insecurity 

among farmworkers of  at least three times greater than that of  the general U.S. 

population.55,56,57 However, little has been reported on food insecurity among workers 

in the restaurant industry—the segment of  the food system that employs the greatest 

number of  workers.

 While some studies indicate that income may be the strongest predictor of  

food security58, the link between food security and employment conditions goes 

beyond wages. Other employment conditions such as multiple job-holding, and part-

time, variable and/or uncertain work hours are also associated with an increased risk 

of  food insecurity.59  

 According to the National Restaurant Association, the trade association that 

represents the interests of  employers in the restaurant industry, half  of  all adults in the 

U.S. have worked in the restaurant industry at least once during their life and a third 

worked their first job in a restaurant.60  Considering the significant share of  restaurant 

workers in the overall economy, precarious employment conditions faced by workers 

in the industry effectively put a large proportion of  the U.S. population’s health and 

well-being at risk.

BOx 2. hOW IS FOOD SeCuRITY meASuReD?

Since the 1980s, the united States department of agriculture (uSda) has monitored the extent and 
severity of food insecurity among u.S. households through an annual, nationally representative supple-
ment to the Current Population Survey sponsored by the USDA’S Economic Research Service.

The USDA food security questionnaire does not consider non-financial factors that may affect the abil-
ity of households to meet their food needs such as time constraints, the availability of and proximity to 
grocery stores and markets, or employment conditions. The USDA survey also lacks questions regarding 
the types of food either consumed or available to household members. For these reasons, this study’s 
participatory action research approach sought to include input from worker-researchers to develop ques-
tions regarding other pertinent aspects of food security.

TABle 1. uSDA DeFINeD levelS OF FOOD SeCuRITY

Food Secure Food Insecure

High food security: no reported indications of food-
access problems or limitations.

Low food security: reports of reduced quality, vari-
ety, or desirability of diet. little or no indication of 

reduced food intake.

Marginal food security: one of two reported indi-
cations - typically anxiety over food sufficiency of 
shortage of foos in the house. little or no indica-

tions of changes in diet.

Very low food security: reports of multiple indica-
tions of disrupted eating patterns and reduced food 

intake.

ORgANIzINg WORkeRS IN The ReSTAuRANT INDuSTRY 

 Organized workers in the food system are more likely to experi-
ence better employment conditions compared to workers who are not or-
ganized. To start, unionized food system workers have higher wages than 
their non-union counterparts. Data from the Bureau of  Labor Statistics 
show that union grocery store workers make three dollars more per hour 
than non-union grocery store workers.61  Union workers also earn higher 
incomes in the food service industry than their non-union counterparts. 
According to Bureau of  Labor Statistics data from 2013, median weekly 
earnings of  union members in the food service industry were 30.3 percent 
higher than those of  their non-union counterparts. Workers who were not 
dues-paying members but whose jobs were covered by a union contract 
also benefitted significantly from union presence, receiving median weekly 
earnings that were 29.5 percent higher than those of  non-union workers.62 
 

BOx 3. TAkINg The hIgh ROAD

the new york city restaurant industry roundtable is a collaboration of restaurant owners, workers, 
consumers, and roc-ny.  as a group, the roundtable works to develop strategies to help restaurants 
take the high road to profitability and create a better restaurant industry that benefits workers, con-
sumers, and employers.  Each year, the roundtable awards High road status to local restaurants with 
exemplary practices that value their workers.  

Each High road restaurant is a member of the roundtable and is acknowledged for practices such as:

•   Promoting a safe and healthy work environment (through one or more of the following):
  o paid sick days to allow workers to care for self or family
  o access to affordable health care options
  o other employee benefits such as other forms of paid time off and retirement plans
•   Creating opportunities for career mobility and advancement.
•  Having a lowest non-tipped wage that is 25 percent higher than the New York State minimum 

wage.

in addition, each High road restaurant commits to and implements the following values: 

• Complies with all city, state, and federal laws governing employment, as well as requirements 
set forth by the nyc department of Health and mental Hygiene and the occupational Safety 
and Health administration.

• creates a respectful work environment free from hostility or abuse
• Offers a regularly updated employee manual and establishes a neutral grievance procedure
• Makes training, reference materials, and the opportunity to be promoted available to all staff.

For a full list of nyc High road restaurants, visit www.rocny.org.



1312

Rates of  union representation in food service/restaurant and agriculture in-
dustries are much lower, 1.8 percent and 1.2 percent, respectively, compared 
to the rate of  16 percent in food processing industries.63,64 Higher rates of  
unionization along the middle of  the industrial food chain—food processing, 
slaughterhouse, and meatpacking—mirror the high levels of  firm concentra-
tion in those segments of  the food system.65  
 The relatively diffuse structure of  the restaurant industry (comprised 
predominantly of  a large number of  independent small businesses) has ne-
cessitated different approaches to organizing workers outside of, yet in some 
instances complementary, to the traditional union model. Restaurant work-
ers working with the Restaurant Opportunities Centers of  New York (ROC-
NY) have won more than $6 million in financial settlements for unpaid wag-
es and improvements in workplace policies including raises and sick days.66  
In support of  these efforts, this collaborative study provides an exploratory 
look at the relationship between employment conditions and food security as 
well as the food security implications of  higher employment standards at the 
workplace level for workers belonging to unions such as UNITE HERE and 
for employees at restaurants credited with ROC-NY’s High Road status (see 
Box 3, “Taking the High Road”).

ThIS RePORT: 
FOOD INSeCuRITY AND ReSTAuRANT WORkeRS

 The ability of  restaurant workers to feed themselves and their fami-
lies food that is nutritionally adequate, safe, and socially acceptable is critical 
to the sustainability of  local communities, of  the restaurant industry, and of  
the national economy. This research report offers the first comprehensive 
look at the extent of  food insecurity among restaurant workers and how 
employment conditions affect the ability of  restaurant workers to feed them-
selves and their families in one of  the nation’s largest and fastest growing 
industries. This report provides recommendations for employers, policymak-
ers, and consumers to ensure just and equitable conditions for the people 
who make the food system work.

II. STuDY OveRvIeW

PuRPOSe OF STuDY

The study is motivated by four general questions regarding restaurant 

workers’ employment conditions and food security.

1. What food security issues are of  particular importance to restaurant      

 workers?

2. What impact do restaurant workers’ employment conditions have   

 on their food security?

3. Do union members and employees of  High Road restaurants   

 have better employment and working conditions than unaffiliated   

 workers?

4. Are union members and employees of  High Road restaurants more  

 likely food secure than unaffiliated workers?

STuDY DeSIgN

 As part of  a participatory action research approach (See Box 4, 

“Participatory Action Research”), restaurant worker-researchers contributed 

to the study design, identified additional dimensions of  food security to 

measure not captured by the USDA Short Form Food Security Questionnaire, 

and conducted survey data collection. 

 The study evaluates the independent effects of  various employment 

conditions (overview provided in subsection Survey Questionnaire) on 

workers’ food security while controlling for differences in workers’ individual 

demographic characteristics and survey region. 

 The study also evaluates differences in prevalence of  food insecurity 

between workers employed in restaurants with ostensibly higher standards of  

employment practices instituted at the workplace level–either through union 

contracts or through participation in ROC-NY’s High Road program—and 

unaffiliated workers while controlling for demographic variables. However, 

ROC the Bay had not officially designated any High Road restaurants in the 

Bay Area at the time of  the survey collection. 
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BOx 4. PARTICIPATORY ACTION ReSeARCh

 this study was guided by a participatory action research (Par) framework wherein those directly 
affected by the issues being studied participate and/or lead in the formulation and implementation of 
research for the purpose of effecting social change. Restaurant workers themselves played key roles 
throughout the course of the research project, determining relevant research questions, providing input 
on the design of the survey questionnaire, and conducting surveys in the field.
 the study was led by investigators from Food First, the restaurant opportunities center of new 
York (ROC-NY), and the Food Chain Workers Alliance (FCWA). Worker-researchers affiliated with ROC-
ny and roc the Bay, the research and policy coordinator of roc the Bay, and a unitE HErE local 100 
organizer conducted surveys for this report. in 2011, the team convened for an introductory webinar 
and for training workshops to review and adapt the proposed research design. the group discussed the 
survey questionnaire, site selection, project timeline, and expected outcomes. 
 Restaurant worker-researchers reflected on the USDA’s definition of food security and house-
hold food security questionnaire, considering the appropriateness and limitations of the definition and 
the questionnaire to assess restaurant worker’s food security. As a result, additional measures of food 
were added to the survey, which included fruit and vegetable intake, skipping meal breaks, reliance on 
eating restaurant food due to lack of time or money, and ability to afford culturally appropriate food.
 ROC-NY and ROC the Bay had final say on which issues were most relevant to their current work 
and how the results would be used in their respective local contexts.

SAmPlINg STRATegY

 Survey data were collected from a carefully designed survey of  286 

restaurant workers from 2011-2014 based on oversampling of  union workers 

in New York City and a demographic sample in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

 In New York City, members and staff  of  ROC-NY and UNITE 

HERE Local 100 surveyed 135 restaurant workers from 2011 to 2013. 

The sample included 16 union members and 18 employees of  High Road 

restaurants. The remainder of  surveys in NYC were drawn from restaurants 

comparable to those union and High Road restaurants on the basis of  social 

geography criteria to ensure fair context comparisons (e.g., neighborhood, 

restaurant segment, price range, and number of  employees).

 In the San Francisco Bay Area, ROC the Bay members and 

volunteers surveyed over 150 restaurant workers from 2013 to 2014. The 

sample included 4 union members. (See Box 5, “Breakdown of  Union and 

High Road Restaurants”)

SuRveY queSTIONNAIRe

 Restaurant workers provided anonymous and confidential responses 

to questions about their demographic characteristics, employment conditions, 

and food security. Where noted in the report, some findings presented may 

pertain only to data from New York City or the Bay Area. Surveys were 

BOx 5. BReAkDOWN OF uNION AND hIgh ROAD ReSTAuRANTS

 restaurants are overwhelmingly non-union due to the structure of the industry—hence the 
alternative approach that has been developed through the restaurant opportunities center model. in 
order to adequately assess the relationship between food security and labor organization, the survey 
was designed to oversample workers from unionized and roc-ny High road restaurants relative to their 
overall shares within the industry.
 union workers were recruited from eight restaurants in total—four in new york city and four in 
the Bay Area. Of these, seven belonged to the fine-dining segment. Employees of High Road restaurants 
were recruited from seven restaurants in New York City, of which five belonged to the fine-dining seg-
ment. At the time of the survey, the nascent ROC the Bay organization had not officially designated any 
restaurants in the San Francisco Bay area with High road status.
 of the 11 nyc restaurants represented that were either union or High road, six were indepen-
dently owned. one was located inside a hotel and two others were located at the rockefeller center. 
details on ownership and institutional setting were not recorded for surveys in the Bay area.

administered in person verbally via semi-structured interviews by worker-researchers 

and by staff  of  ROC-NY, ROC the Bay, and UNITE HERE Local 100. Participants 

were recruited outside of  their workplace in between shifts and during breaks. The 

survey was administered in languages common to restaurant workers including 

English, Spanish, French, and Vietnamese. To maximize the response rate, surveys 

were conducted in the field at locations determined on an ad hoc basis.

The survey contained questions related to the four modules described below.

•	 Food	 security	 and	 food	 access	 variables: USDA Short Form Food Security 

Questionnaire on financial access to food (dichotomous variable), ability 

to afford culturally-appropriate food (dichotomous variable), reliance on 

restaurant food for meals due to time or income constraints (dichotomous 

variables), fruit and vegetable intake (count variable), reliance on public and 

private food assistance programs (dichotomous variable) (see Box 2, “How is 

Food Security Measured?” in Section I)

•	 Employment	and	work	variables: full-time status, multiple job-holding, variable 

work hours, paid sick leave and vacation days, on-job training, internal 

promotion, skipping meal breaks, hourly wages and tips, wage theft, tip theft, 

overtime pay, health insurance, job position category, years of  restaurant 

industry experience

•	 Workplace	 level	 variables: membership in a labor union or coverage under a 

collective bargaining agreement, employment at a ROC-NY High Road 

restaurant

•	 Demographic	variables: age, gender, race, marital status, immigration status, US 

vs. foreign-born
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DATA ANAlYSIS

Data analysis was performed using statistical software package Stata 11. Sta-
tistical methods used for this report include the following:

Mann-Whitney U test
non-parametric test for the difference in the mean of a vari-
able (ex: uSda food security score) between 2 independent 
groups (ex: front of house vs. back of house workers)

Kruskal-Wallis test
non-parametric test for the difference in the mean of a vari-
able (ex: uSda food security score) across more than 2 inde-
pendent groups (ex: frequency of wage theft)

Fisher’s exact test test for relationship between two categorical variables (ex: 
having paid sick days and union membership)

Logistic regression

probabilistic model to predict outcome of a dichotomous 
variable (ex: dependent variable is equal to 0 if food secure 
and equal to 1 if food insecure) as a function of multiple 
explanatory variables (ex: employment conditions and de-
mographic variables), allowing for estimation of marginal 
effects

Ordered logistic 
regression

equivalent to logistic regression but allows the response 
variable to take on three or more ordered categories (ex: 
levels of food insecurity increasing in severity)

Detail results tables for statistical tests and regression models are provided in 
the online appendix at www.foodfirst.org/publications/food-insecurity-of-
restaurant-workers.

III. FINDINgS

What food security issues are of  particular importance to restaurant 

workers? Food security entails more than simply having enough money to 

meet subsistence levels of  food consumption. Reflecting concerns voiced by 

restaurant worker-researchers, the survey results show that many restaurant 

workers could not meet their basic food needs in terms of  income, access 

to healthy food, access to culturally appropriate food, and having enough 

time to cook meals at home. Due to the small sample size, raw percentages 

from the survey may not be representative of  all workers in the restaurant 

industry. Sample demographics are presented in Table 2 in the Appendix.
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Of  the 286 restaurant workers surveyed:
•	 32	percent were considered food insecure as defined by the USDA
 o  Compared to: 16 percent of  NYC residents and 11-16 percent of  residents across Bay Area       
 counties
•	 36	percent felt that their income did not allow them adequate access to culturally appropriate foods
•	 20	percent relied on federal food assistance programs (SNAP or WIC)
•	 28	percent often relied on restaurant food at/from work because they could not afford to buy 

enough food for home
•	 22	percent often relied on restaurant food at/from work because they did not have enough time to 

cook at home

Figure 1. Food insecurity rates among restaurant workers
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• Many restaurants provide “family meals” to their employees during breaks between shifts—49	
percent	of  NYC respondents reported that they did not consider the “family meal” usually pro-
vided by their respective employers to be a nutritious one (question not asked in the Bay Area)

•	 79	percent of  NYC respondents wanted to eat more fruits and vegetables than they presently did 
(question not asked in the Bay Area)  

ReSPONSeS TO The uSDA FOOD SeCuRITY queSTIONNAIRe

FOOD SeCuRITY AND DemOgRAPhICSd 

Regional	differences

•	 Workers	in	the	Bay	Area	were	17	percent	less	likely	to	
be	food	insecure	than	those	in	NYC after controlling for de-
mographics, work experience, labor affiliation, and region. One 
possible factor is the difference in state minimum wage laws. At 
the time of  survey, the California state minimum wage was $8 
whereas the New York state tipped and non-tipped minimum 
wages were $5 and $7.25, respectively.

• Organic and “sustainable” do not translate into better outcomes 
for workers. Controlling for other variables, Bay	Area	workers	
in	restaurants	serving	organic	or	sustainable	ingredi-
ents	were	22	percent	more	 likely	 to	be	 food	 insecure 
than other Bay Area workers.

Race	and	immigration	status

• Results suggest that legal immigration status is a greater determi-
nant of  food security than race, citizenship, and country of  birth. 
Undocumented	workers	were	25	percent	more	likely	to	
experience	 food	 insecurity compared to documented im-
migrants and US citizens after controlling for other individual 
characteristics and survey region.

• A significantly greater proportion of  non-white restaurant work-
er respondents were food insecure compared to white respond-
ents. In particular, Latino	respondents	were	food	insecure	
at	twice	the	rate compared to those of  other races. However, 
these results are not significant after controlling for undocument-
ed immigration status.

• A significantly smaller proportion of  U.S. citizens surveyed were 
food insecure compared to non-citizens. However, the difference 
is no longer significant after controlling for undocumented im-
migration status. Similarly, a significantly smaller proportion of  
U.S.-born workers were food insecure than foreign-born work-
ers. However, the difference is not significant after controlling for 
undocumented status.

FOOD SeCuRITY AND emPlOYmeNT CONDITIONS

What impact do restaurant workers’ employment conditions have on 
their food security? The data suggest that employment conditions have 
an important effect on food security and that the wages are only one part 
of  the picture. The following employment conditions have statistically-

Table 3. Food insecurity among 
restaurant workers by 
geography and demographics

Percent food insecure
(USDA definition)

Total 32%

Region*

new york 41%

Bay area 25%

Race (not mutually exclusive)

asian* 16%

Black 30%

latino* 46%

white* 24%

other 44%

Sex*

Female 27%

male 36%

Head of household

Female 43%

male 38%

Age group

<25 30%

25-34 36%

35-44 30%

>44 31%

Immigration and legal status

Born outside uS 42%

Born in uS 26%

uS citizen* 25%

non-uS citizen 
(all)

51%

   documented 39%

  undocumented* 67%

*Statistical significance at .05 level 
versus comparison group(s) for 
Fisher’s exact test

d ,Marginal effects estimates are from logistic regressions predicting workers’ food insecu-
rity status as a function of demographic characteristics and survey region work experi-
ence, labor affiliation. Results were significant at the 95 percent confidence level (p≤0.05) 
at minimum. Detailed results are provided in Tables 4 and 9 online at www.foodfirst.org/
publications/food-insecurity-of-restaurant-workers.
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Table 5. Food (in) security among organized workers, high road restaurant employees,
 and unaffiliated workers

significant marginal effects on the likelihood of  a worker being food insecure, 
independent of  their correlations with (i.e., controlling for the separate ef-
fects of) other employment conditions.e 

Employment conditions independently associated with HIGHER RISK 
OF FOOD INSECURITY:
• Frequent occurrence of  wage theft (“often”)
• Frequent occurrence of  tip theft (“often”)
• Lack of  or inconsistency in overtime pay (“never” or “sometimes”)
• Variable work schedule (i.e., schedule changes at least monthly)

Employment conditions independently associated with LOWER RISK OF 
FOOD INSECURITY:
• Full-time status with an employer
• Having paid time off  or paid sick days
• On-going job training teaching new skills needed for promotion 
• Having employer-provided health insurance or being able to afford  

private health insurance
• Workers with wages of  at least $15/hour were less likely to rely on 

Federal food programs than those making less, controlling for other 
employment conditions constantf  

FOOD SeCuRITY AND lABOR ORgANIzATIONS

Are union workers and High Road restaurant workers more likely food       
secure than their unaffiliated counterparts? While most of  these workers 
surveyed were in NYC, the data show strong evidence that union workers 
and High Road restaurant workers are more food secure than unaffiliated 
workers whose workplaces were neither covered by a union nor a High Road 
partner of  ROC-NY.

uSDA Food Security levels union high Road unaffiliated

Food secure high food security
marginal food security 90.0 80.0

10.0 72.2 50.0
22.2 67.0 58.4

8.6

Food insecure low food security
very low food security 10.0 0.0

10.0 27.8 22.2
5.6 33.1 18.0

15.0Pe
rc

en
t %

Union members and employees of  High Road restaurants reported signifi-
cantly higher rates of  food security than unaffiliated workers (see Table 5). 
After controlling for demographic variables, restaurant industry experience, 
and job category using logistic regression:g 

e Results are significant at the 95 percent confidence level (p≤0.05) at minimum. Logistic regression models predicted food 
insecurity as a function of employment conditions as well as job position, years of experience, demographic, and survey 
region control variables. Marginal effects estimates from regressions for NYC and SF Bay Area, separate and combined, are 
presented in Tables 6 and 7 of the Appendix online at foodfirst.org. 
f Results from logistic regression predicting Federal food assistance usage are in Table 8 online at foodfirst.org.

• Union members and ROC-NY High Road restaurant workers were 27 percent and 15 per-
cent less likely, respectively, to be food insecure compared to unaffiliated workers. Altogether, 
they were 19 percent less likely to be food insecure than unaffiliated workers.

• Union members and ROC-NY High Road restaurant workers were significantly less likely to 
rely on restaurant food because they were unable to afford enough food.

• Union members and ROC-NY High Road restaurant workers were significantly less likely to 
rely on public food assistance programs.

emPlOYmeNT CONDITIONS AND lABOR ORgANIzATIONS

What explains the pattern of  higher levels of  food security among union members and High Road 
restaurant employees compared to that of  other restaurant workers? The survey results show that un-
ion members and ROC-NY High Road restaurant workers on the whole reported better employment 
conditions. Compared to unaffiliated workers, a significantly greater proportion of  union members 
and High Road restaurant workers surveyedh:  
• Received paid sick days, vacation days, and time off
• Had health insurance
• Received job training on skills needed for promotion
• Consistently received time-and-a-half  pay 
• Experienced wage theft and tip theft less often

Finally, the data suggest that the implications of  workplace-level employment standards and worker 
organizations for food security extend beyond the particular employment conditions assessed in this 
study. Even after accounting for the effects of  individual workers’ specified employment conditions, 
years of  restaurant work experience, demographic characteristics and survey region, unionized res-
taurants workers and High Road restaurant employees were 23 percent and 14 percent less likely, re-
spectively, to be food insecure compared to workers whose workplaces were not organized by a labor 
union or associated with ROC-NY.i  In other words, the overall impact of  worker organizations on 
restaurant workers’ ability to meet their basic food needs is much greater than that captured by this 
study.

g Results are significant at the 95 per-
cent confidence level (p≤0.05) at mini-
mum. regression models predicted 
food security variables as functions of 
labor affiliation as well as job position, 
years of experience, demographic, and 
survey region control variables. mar-
ginal effects estimates are provided in 
tables 9 and 10 of the appendix online 
at www.foodfirst.org/publications/
food-insecurity-of-restaurant-workers.
h Statistical significance of differences in employment conditions between union and High Road workers versus other workers was deter-
mined using Fisher’s exact or Mann-Whitney U tests. Percentages are presented in Table 11 of the Appendix online at www.foodfirst.org/
publications/food-insecurity-of-restaurant-workers. i Marginal effects estimates from logistic regression are provided in Table 7 online at 
www.foodfirst.org/publications/food-insecurity-of-restaurant-workers.
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Iv. ADvANCINg FOOD 
JuSTICe FOR FOOD 
WORkeRS: 
ReCOmmeNDATIONS FOR 
POlICYmAkeRS, 
BuSINeSSeS, AND 
CONSumeRS 

POlICYmAkeRS ShOulD:

1. Increase the minimum wage and eliminate the sub-minimum wage 

for tipped workers at the federal, state, and local levels.  As this report’s 

findings demonstrate, restaurant workers in San Francisco, which has a 

higher minimum wage than New York City and no sub-minimum wage, 

were less likely to be food insecure than their counterparts in New York 

City.  Federal, state, and local policymakers should raise the minimum wage 

to $15 and index it to automatically rise with inflation to move toward a 

livable wage.  Federal policymakers should eliminate the sub-minimum wage 

for tipped workers, so that all restaurant workers are guaranteed at least 

the full minimum wage.  State and local policymakers should also raise the 

minimum wage to at least $15, or more where appropriate, and index state 

and local minimum wages to automatically rise with inflation.  State and 

local policymakers should also eliminate sub-minimum wages for tipped 

workers.  Raising the minimum wage would increase wages, reduce poverty, 

and increase food security for millions of  restaurant workers.

2. Guarantee rights to paid sick leave, paid family and medical leave, 

and other medical benefits.  Policymakers should establish a national 

standard that guarantees workers nine paid sick days each year to be used to 

recover from their own routine illness, access preventive care, or provide care 

for a sick or injured family member.  In developing paid sick days standards, 

policymakers should not carve out or compromise the rights of  restaurant 

workers and other shift workers.  Policymakers should also establish a 

national paid family and medical leave insurance fund to ensure that all 

workers have income and job security during family or medical leave.  In the 

absence of  federal action, state and local policy makers should fill the void by 

guaranteeing paid sick leave and paid family and medical leave on the state 

and local levels.

3. Reduce occupational segregation by developing greater pathways 

for career mobility in the restaurant industry.  Policymakers should increase 

funding for programs to educate employers about laws barring discrimination 

on the basis of  race, gender, and national origin.  Greater government 

enforcement of  federal, state, and local equal opportunity laws is needed 

to ensure that workers of  color and women do not face illegal barriers to 

advancing to livable wage jobs in the restaurant industry.  Policymakers 

should increase funding also for job training programs that are open to all 

workers, including undocumented workers, to help give workers the tools 

they need to advance to livable-wage jobs in the restaurant industry.

4. Increase penalties and enforcement for employers who engage in 

wage theft and other illegal practices.  Rampant wage theft in the restaurant 

industry reduces restaurant workers’ take-home pay, resulting in increased 

food insecurity.  Policymakers should increase funding for enforcement of  

existing labor laws.  Policymakers should also use regulatory levers such 

as food safety and liquor licenses to ensure that employers are complying 

responsibly with basic employment laws.

5. Guarantee the right to organize to all workers, and protect against 

retaliation for organizing.  Organized restaurant workers have higher rates 

of  food security than non-organized workers.  To promote food security, 

governments, employers, and non-governmental organizations should 

facilitate and support organizing among restaurant workers.

6. Initiate and support further study and dialogue.  The causes for high 

rates of  food insecurity among restaurant workers are complex and deserve 

ongoing study and discussion.  This report is a preliminary assessment of  

food insecurity among restaurant workers in two cities.  Similar studies 

documenting the causes and effects of  food security among restaurant 

workers and other food chain workers across the country are needed in 

order to fully understand the complexities of  this issue.  Policymakers should 

prioritize these studies by allocating funds to expand food insecurity research 

nationally. 

Fo
o

d
 in

SE
cu

r
it

y 
o

F 
r

ES
ta

u
r

a
n

t 
w

o
r

k
Er

S



2524

emPlOYeRS ShOulD:

1. Enhance employees’ food security by increasing wages and expanding 

benefit.  Employers should ensure that workers in all positions are able to feed 

themselves and their families. In the absence of  laws guaranteeing the right to paid 

sick days and paid family and medical leave, employers should provide these benefits 

nonetheless.  

2. Develop schedules that meet both employers’ and workers’ needs.  Employers 

should create a workplace culture in which schedules are predictable and made 

available to workers in advance so that workers can plan for personal and family 

needs, such as meals, childcare arrangements, or medical appointments.  Employers 

should also eliminate on-call shifts.

3. Adopt and clearly communicate, including in writing, company policies 

and procedures.  Policies should address wages, benefits, anti-discrimination and 

harassment to protect the well-being and security of  all workers. 

4. Respect the internationally recognized workers’ right to freedom of  

association and collective bargaining.  Ensuring workers’ right to organize would 

likely result in increased food security.

Consumers should:

1. Patronize unionized and High Road restaurants that voluntarily provide 

higher wages, better benefits, and opportunities for all workers to advance.   

2. Speak to employers every time you buy food or eat out.  Let employers know 

that you care about the economic security and food security of  the restaurant’s 

employees.

3. Support restaurant workers who have filed legal charges or have active 

campaigns against exploitation at their restaurants.  Restaurant workers who 

experience wage theft and other illegal practices on the job are more likely to be 

food insecure.  Supporting workers’ struggles against exploitation means supporting 

food security for the workers and their families.

4. Let policymakers know that you will not tolerate poverty wages, lack of  basic 

health benefits, including paid sick days, and wage theft in the restaurant industry.  

Urge policymakers to raise the minimum wage to at least $15 per hour, eliminate 

the sub-minimum wage for tipped workers, and use regulatory levers such as liquor 

licensing laws to ensure that employers are complying with employment laws.

5. Help educate other consumers and food justice advocates about the need to 

ensure that restaurant workers and all food chain workers and their families have 

food security.
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