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The sustainability and prosperity of the United States food system is critical to the health and prosperity of 
workers, employers, and consumers nationwide. In addition to feeding the nation, the U.S. food system is 
a large and growing segment of the U.S. economy and an increasingly important provider of jobs. The food 
production, processing, distribution, retail, and service industries collectively sell over $1.8 trillion dollars in 
goods and services annually, accounting for over 13 percent of the United States Gross Domestic Product.* 

Core food occupations and industries include farmworkers (production), slaughterhouse and other pro-
cessing facilities workers (processing), warehouse workers (distribution), grocery store workers (retail), and 
restaurant and food service workers (service). While there are other workers involved in the food system, 
in this report we focus on these five core segments of the food chain. These particular segments employ 
in total approximately 20 million workers (19,980,227), who constitute one in five private sector workers 
and one-sixth of the nation’s entire workforce.

Using multiple data sources and methods, this study examines wages and working conditions across the 
food system, advancement opportunities for workers, and potential opportunities for consumers and em-
ployers to improve prospects for food workers. These are critical questions for the future of all the food 
system’s stakeholders—including workers, employers, and consumers. This executive summary highlights 
the report’s key findings. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

*2007 U.S. Economic Census for total sales for NAICS codes 311, 722, and 445, and <http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_
US/st99_1_001_001.pdf>: Agriculture = $297,220,491,000, Food Manufacturing = $589,580,258,000, Food and Beverage Stores = $541,202,096,000, Food Service = 
$432,905,044,000; Gross Domestic Product or Expenditure, 2007 = $14.0742 trillion, <http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0104575.html>
1 The total number of non-farm and non-fisheries food sector workers measured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics program was 17.9 million persons 
in May 2009. This includes food-related occupations in non-food industries and all occupations in core food industries. We extracted food production worker employment numbers and 
wages using 2010 data from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2007 United States Department of Agriculture’s Census of Agriculture, and 2009 U.S. Census 
figures for fishing industry employment numbers, which totaled 2,995,447.

The Workers: Low Standards, Potential Mobility

There are some livable wage jobs and outstanding employers throughout the food system that facilitate worker advancement 
and sustainable working conditions. However, most jobs in the food system provide low wages with little access to health ben-
efits and opportunities for advancement. Only 13.5 percent of all food workers surveyed for this report earned a livable wage. 

Universally Poor Wages & Working Conditions
More than 86 percent of workers surveyed reported earning low or poverty wages. Ironically, food workers face higher levels 
of food insecurity, or the inability to afford to eat, than the rest of the U.S. workforce. In fact, food system workers use food 
stamps at double the rate of the rest of the U.S. workforce. They also reported working in environments with health and safety 
violations, long work hours with few breaks, and lack of access to health benefits. Table 1 reveals some of the data reported 
by the more than 600 food system workers surveyed for this report.

Cover Photos LEft  to rig ht Scott Robertson; Earl Dotter; Mikkel William Nielsen; ROC United; Darren Linker, Youth Worker Health and Safety Education Program, University of Washington
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Production As the first stage of all food items, workers 

plant, care for, and harvest raw food items as well as raise 

livestock. Some of these raw foods, such as corn and grains, 

become material for processed food items and animal feed. 

Other fruits and vegetables are brought directly to market for 

consumption. This stage also includes fisheries.

 

Processing Workers in food processing turn raw 

food items into finished products, either by hand or on 

assembly lines in plants or factories. This includes both 

highly processed snack foods as well simpler items such as 

breads, cheese, and tortillas. Also included in this category 

are slaughterhouse workers and animal processors.

 

Distribution At this stage, workers transport food from 

one destination to another and load and unload food at 

warehouses and distribution centers. These may be final 

points of sale or intermediate locations for storage or further 

processing. Essentially, distribution connects the material 

at each stage of the food system. While a large component 

of this involves transportation, this stage also includes 

warehousing, refrigeration, logistics, and coordination.

 

Retail Workers in this sector sell food directly to 

consumers in retail outlets including supermarkets, 

convenience, grocery stores, and buyers’ clubs. Workers 

in retail also include those who cook and prepare foods 

for delis and bakeries within the retail outlets, receive 

shipments, stock shelves, and clean the facilities.

 

SERVICE The service sector is the largest segment of the 

food system. Workers in this segment prepare, cook and 

serve food, bartend, and wash dishes. This sector includes 

full-service restaurants, casual dining and quick service 

establishments, catering businesses, food trucks, and food 

service establishments such as cafeterias and dining halls.

Fig.1 WORKERS ALONG THE FOOD CHAIN
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Fig.2 Food System Workers as a Percentage of the U.S. Workforce 2010

Source: 2010 Bureau of Labor Statistics 
Occupational Employment Statistics (BLS 
OES) for all sectors except food sector. Food 
Sector is our calculation based on 2010 data 
from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2007 U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Census of Agriculture, and 
2009 U.S. Census figures for fishing industry 
employment numbers.

20%

15%

10%

5%

0

Fo
od

 S
ys

te
m

 

He
al

th
ca

re

Re
ta

il
 T

ra
de

Ed
uc

at
io

n

M
an

uf
ac

tu
ri

ng

Go
ve

rn
m

en
t

Pr
of

ess
i

on
al

Ad
m

in
is

tr
at

io
n

Co
ns

tr
uc

ti
on

W
ho

le
sa

le

Fi
na

nc
e

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
ti

on

Potential Mobility
Some segments of the food chain do have greater potential than others 
for career advancement to livable wage jobs, particularly in restaurants, 
grocery stores, and food and meat processing. Within these segments, 
the potential for advancement within one particular firm is more 
accessible than in others. However, actual mobility is limited, and dis-
crimination and segregation concentrate people of color and immigrants 
in the lowest-paying positions.
	 Until there is significant improvement in job quality, the limits on 
career mobility and promotion are significant. The fact that 86.5 percent 
of the workers we surveyed reported earning low, poverty, or submini-
mum wages means that for most of these workers, upward mobility in 
the food system will require lifting standards system-wide. 

The Employers

We interviewed 47 small to mid-size food system employers. Many em-
ployers stated that competition with large food corporations created more 
challenges for business success than the economic downturn. These chal-
lenges included pricing. Several employers said that they maintained their 
business in the face of competition by focusing on niche markets, particu-
larly providing local, sustainable, and organic products, and by lowering 
labor costs, to the detriment of workers. 
	 Most employers agreed that providing better wages, working con-
ditions, and advancement opportunities decreases worker turnover and 
increase productivity. However, many admitted to not actually engaging 
in these practices. Nevertheless, the fact that employers agree in principle 
indicates that there is potential for industry change, and potential demand 
from employers for greater tools, incentives, and training to improve wages 
and working conditions in the food system. In fact, there are outstanding 
employers in every segment of the food chain, demonstrating that taking 
the ‘high road’ to profitability—namely providing livable wages, working 
conditions, and advancement opportunities—is possible.
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W A G E S

Median Wage $9.65

	 %	 Wage segment

	 23%	 Subminimum wage

	 37.6%	 Poverty wage

	 25.8%	 Low wage

	 13.5%	 Living wage

H o u r s  W o r k e d

	 40%	 Worked more than 40 hours per week

	 11%	 �Worked more than 60 hours per week at 2 
or more employers

A c c ess    t o  B e n e f i t s

	 79%	� Do not have paid sick days or do not 
know if they do

	 83%	� Do not receive health insurance  
from employer

	 58%	 Do not have any health care coverage at all

	 53%	H ave worked when sick

	 35%	 Used emergency room for primary care

L a c k  o f  M o b i l i t y

	 32%	� Did not receive any training by employer 
when employment began

	 74%	 No ongoing job training by employer

	 75%	 Never had opportunity to apply 
		  for better job

	 81%	 Never received a promotion

E M P L OY  M E NT   L A W  V IO  L A TION    S

	 36%	 Experienced wage theft in the previous week

	 $35.48	 Average weekly wage theft

	 12%	 Observed minors working in workplace

B R E A K S

	 30%	 Did not always receive lunch break

	 40%	 Did not always receive 10-minute break

H E A L T H  A ND   S A F E TY

	 52%	 Did not receive health and safety training 
		  from employer

	 32.7%	 Did not receive proper equipment 
		  to do their job

	 11.7%	� Did something that put their 
		  own safety at risk

	 57.2%	 Suffered injury or health problem 
		  on the job

Source: Food Chain Workers Alliance Survey Data

Tbl.1 WAGES & WORKING CONDITIONS FOR FOOD CHAIN WORKERS



6

The Consumers: Cost & Engagement

Without a sustainable wage floor or basic benefits such as paid sick days for all workers in the food system, we put the na-
tion’s food supply at tremendous risk on a daily basis. Given the size of the industry and its impact on our nation’s economy, 
food security, and public health, it is imperative that wages and working conditions improve for the 20 million workers in all 
segments of the chain. Our research shows that:

• �Due to a lack of sick days provided by employers, more than half (53%) of the workers surveyed reported picking, pro-
cessing, selling, cooking and serving food while sick, an average of at least three days per year. 

• �Due to a lack of employer-provided health benefits, more than one third of all workers surveyed (34.8%) report using 
the emergency room for primary health care. In addition, 80 percent of these workers are unable to pay for such care. 

• �Furthermore, given low wages, food system workers use public assistance at higher rates than the rest of the U.S. workforce. 

Potential for Consumer Intervention
The food system holds tremendous potential to engage consumers of the nation’s food supply and employers of small and mid-
size food enterprises to help create the necessary policy changes to raise basic standards for workers throughout the food system.
	 Intense corporate conglomeration in every segment of the food chain has greatly diminished the quality and biodiversity 
of our food. In interviews, small and mid-size food enterprises reported that market consolidation has also created unsustain-
able competition for them. Corporate consolidation has also contributed to unsustainably low wages and benefits for food 
system workers, in both large corporations and small to mid-size businesses struggling to compete.
	 Largely in response to this corporate consolidation, consumers have engaged directly and vociferously over the last ten 
years in support of small farms and sustainable and locally-grown food, resulting in the industry taking strides to address these 
concerns, as reported by employers we interviewed. In addition, the supply and purchase of food presents the opportunity to 
link working conditions to unique policy levers. Procurement regulations, liquor licenses, and food safety licenses could help 
lift standards for workers across the food system. For example, some localities are seeking to use the liquor licensing process 
to regulate food businesses on both employment practices and the provision of unspoiled, healthy food, building coalitions of 
food justice and labor organizations. These unique policy levers, combined with the examples of previous successful consumer 
engagement in the food system, demonstrate the potential to engage consumers and small and mid-size employers on policy 
issues that will lift wages and working conditions for the 20 million workers in the food system.  

Policymakers should: 
1 Increase the minimum wage, including the minimum wage for tipped workers. 

2 �Reduce occupational segregation for food chain workers by working with employers to develop 

greater pathways for career mobility within the food system. 

3 �Improve food safety and the public’s health by guaranteeing food system workers health benefits 

such as paid sick days and access to health care. 

4 �Increase penalties for food system employers who engage in exploitation, including wage theft, espe-

cially through regulatory levers such as liquor licenses. 

5 �Address the serious health and safety risks imposed upon workers in the food system, including 

providing workers with adequate rest breaks. 

6 �Guarantee workers in the food system the right to organize, and protect against retaliation for organizing. 

7 �Ensure that institutional procurement policies and governmental subsidies and loan programs in-

clude labor standards and worker protections. 

8 �Initiate and support further study and dialogue, especially on potential career pathways for workers 

in the food system and the consumer impact of food system workers’ wages and working conditions. 
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Methodology
This report draws upon government data gathered from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 

and from the Current Population Survey (CPS), as well as from numerous secondary sources. The report also 

draws upon original data–629 surveys of workers across the food chain and 47 interviews with food employers 

in regions across the United States. The surveys and interviews were conducted by 11 member organizations of 

the Food Chain Workers Alliance–Brandworkers International, CATA–the Farmworkers Support Committee, Center 

for New Community, Coalition of Immokalee Workers, Northwest Arkansas Workers’ Justice Center, Restaurant 

Opportunities Centers United, Restaurant Opportunities Center of New York, UFCW Local 1500, UFCW Local 

770, Warehouse Workers for Justice, and UNITE HERE. 

Consumers should:
1 �Support responsible food system employers who are providing livable wages, 

benefits, and advancement opportunities for all workers, and who provide 

sustainable food. 

2 �Speak to employers with every purchase of food or restaurant visit and let  

them know consumers care about livable wages, benefits, and opportunities for  

people of color, women, and immigrants to advance in the food system.

3 �Where workers have filed legal charges or have a campaign against exploitation 

in food enterprises, call the company to let them know that they will not sup-

port such illegal practices. 

4 �Let policymakers know that consumers will not tolerate poverty wages, lack of 

basic health benefits, including paid sick days, and wage theft in the food system. 

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

include sustainable working conditions for food workers within the definition 

of sustainable food. 

Employers should:
1 �Permanently enhance job quality by increasing wages and benefits. 

2 �Adopt systematic and fair hiring and promotion practices. 

3 �Adopt and clearly communicate company policies and procedures, including 

anti-discrimination and harassment policies, to protect the well being  

of all workers. 

4 �Adopt benefits, such as paid sick days, that would allow employees to care for 

themselves and their families. 

5 �Understand and follow equal opportunity laws and techniques that successful food 

system employers use to implement livable wages, benefits, and career ladders. 

6 �Respect the internationally recognized workers’ right to freedom of association 

and collective bargaining.
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Brandworkers International 
Center for New Community 
Coalition of Immokalee Workers 
Comité de Apoyo a los Trabajadores Agrícolas (CATA – Farmworkers Support Committee) 
Just Harvest USA 
International Labor Rights Forum 
Northwest Arkansas Workers’ Justice Center 
Restaurant Opportunities Center of New York 
Restaurant Opportunities Centers United 
UNITE HERE Food Service Division 
United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) Local 770 
United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) Local 1500 
Warehouse Workers for Justice 
Warehouse Workers United
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