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Since the 1970s, there has been significant growth in fast food consumption and
employment.  Despite the importance of fast foed to ieenage employment,
emplaymeni relations in this industry is still under-researched. Fast food work is
generally seen as either “good’ or “bad’ in the literature. First, critical scholars
tend to see fast food work as a dead-end form of employment characterised by
fowly paid, repetitive work aied harsh labour management. Second, the business
press, i conlrast, iends o describe fast food work as a transitional form of
employment where teenagers acquire valuable work skills and discipline that
prepares them for future employient in the adult labour market. In this article,
we report on the results of a survey of wnversity students® experiences n fast
food.  Our resuits indicate that the reality ts more compiex. On balance,
employees when working in fast food have negaiive and positive experiences.

Introduction :

Before the 1970s, most meals were prepared and consumed at home (or elsewhere, for
example as sandwiches). For many Ausiralians, the cuisine was denved from Anglo/Celtic
waditions of a hot breakfast of bacon and eggs, 2 cold lunch of sandwiches and a hot evening
meal of meat and boiled vegetables.” Sunday lunch was a special meal for the family of roast
chicken or red meat with baked vegetables. Much less common was the purchase of
takeaway or eat-1n meals such as fish and chips, ‘ethmc’ food, or café or hotel meals. Dining-
out at a restaurant was unusual for the average family and was reserved for special occasions,
if at all. )

Since the 1970s, though, foed consumption patterns have changed dramatically. It 15 now
estimnated that about a third of every dellar Australians spend on food, is spent on fast food
(Lyons, 1999). For the year 2000, the fast food takeaway food market is valued at $6.5
billion. This 1s compnsed of i.4 billion fast food meais soid from some 17,000 outiets -
3,000 of which are fast food chains (BIS Schrapnel, 2000), The fast food market has
experienced on average annual growth rate of 6.5 per cent representing the most rapidly
growing sector of the food retailing market (Lyons, -1999). By the end of the iwenticth
century, fast food employed more than 166,000 peopie in Austraiia (ABS, 2000: 23).
Employment in the fast food séctor is twice that of muning and eawivalent mn scale o
communication sefvices (ABS, 2000: 40).

In this arucle we expiore employment retations 1n this expanding sector of the economy. Do
employees like working in fast food? Altematively, what aspects to this type of work do they
dislike? How many hours a week do they work and on what basis are they employed? Are
there differences between the experience of male and female employees? Do their views
differ according to age? Based on the results of a survey, we seek to identify the main
employment expeniences of students in fast food. This 55 worthwhile because students
constitule a large portion of the fast food workforce.
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Somne observers contend that large fast food empioyers, such as McDonalds, represent some of
the best companes 10 work for m Australia. One of the strengths of McDonalds 15 seen as the
strong culiure promoting friendliness, fun at work as well as efficiency, high quality standard
and warm customer service. - Carecr opportunities and development are considered to be
excellent for those wishing to pursue a long-term career m the orgamisation (Corporate
Researcih Foundation, 1999: 103). In addition, these large employers are also regarded as
having highly deveioped traimng and huiman resources systems (Solomon, 1997), and as
providing a good expenence of work.

There are, then, disparate interpretations of the naiure of fast food employmeni. In the
following discussion we aim 1o consider such interpretations by directly asking fast food
employees about their views ot the nature of fast food work. By surveying these workers
directly, we aim 1o get a much clearef picture about the work experience of fast food
employees. While there are limuations wilh this approach, these resuits should shed
umportant new light on this under-researched area.  These tesults may also be useful in
teaching about the character of employment relations i Australia as well as about this
parlicular sector.

Methods

Our survey wstrument was based on an extensive review of the literature on fast food
employment.  We piloted the survey among a focus group of students with fast food
experience. The mstrument was then refined and administered to unrversity students, The
survey was adnumsiered to 269 students ai Griffith Untversity and Queensland University of
Technology at cainpuses in Brisbane (63% of responses) and the Gold Coast (37%).

We gamed permussion from heads of school and subject convenors to allow us to administer
the survey at the start of lectures.  We chose to admimister the survey io large classes and
therefore we Surveyed large first and second year classes. This 15 reflected mn the age
struciure of our sample shown 1n Table 1. The majonty of people surveyed were eighteen or
mneieen years of age, although there was a proportion of older or mature-aged people m our
sample as well. A large proporiion of studenis surveyed were studying commerce or
bustness, We surveyed studenls currently working in fast food as well as studenis who no
fonger worked in fast food but had done 50 1n the past.

Results

We sought 10 establish some basic details about respondents and their entry into the fast food
industry, Owur sample comprised 44 per cent men and 56 per cent women. This over-
representation ‘of women probably reflects the general over-representation of women in
higher education 1n Australia’and also, perhaps, the gredler diligence of women in attending
classes in the later stages of the semester when the survey was administered.

In the survey, we explored the basis upon which these students were employed in fast food.
QOur results, shown in Table 1, indicate that the overwheclming majority of respondents
reported that they were employed on a casual basis, with only 16 per cent employed on a
permanent basis.  Permanent employees are engaged-on a continuing basis, receive
superannuation and other benefits and are provided with at least a week’s notice of
termunaiion of employment (excepl in cases of serious musconduct). Casual employees, in
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aggt::a::\' gree :emnrﬁngeo;s; aliy basis and are normally engaged for a minimum of two hours
permanent employees, but inou notice. Casual employees receive fower entitiements than
pay rate. The data from Tabfﬂmpen§atlon, they receive a 19 per cent ‘loading’ on the pase
" with onty a small i e 1 indicate that empioyment in fast food is highly casualised
R minority of peopie enjoying employment on a permanent full-time pasis,

Table 1 A Profile of the Fast Food Workforce (per cent)

Item 1
A Total
<18 Y
18 ;
5 31
ot 25
214 A
>21 ;
Total o
Emiployment Status 0%
Pemanent Full-time
Permanent Part-time ;
Casual 3
Don’t know b
Totai .
Work Regutar Hours s
Yes
N 45
Sométimes i
Total 10%)4%

Desplte the casual l'latl.lr:e Of fast ood em) onmeut almost half of our respondents 1 1dicale
c fi D
. ( y 1 Sp nis 1ndi d

t : able 1). Further, some 24 per i
indicated that they sometimes worked regular hours with only ot ot st g aiso

not work i :

ok ;eg:uhl(;a; ];:l?ll;:se.rm?l:e number of hours worked though, varied between holiday
hours duning the holida St’h €rm periods. As shown in Table 2, students tend to work more
Indeed, a fosture of (r fﬁt ! al:1 they do during semester periods, as migit be expected

the pattern of product dema dooTll]ndl,]‘s“y Is that the supply of student labour tends to match.
demand periods and this cor:eépon:; i:itt(l’)l Sﬂ B, weekends and holidays tend to be peak
part of the reason why employers recruit studeﬁ?l:-ll;:z.sl“dents are available to work. Thig 15

As can aiso be seen in Table 2, as
long hours while studying at the sa

fifteen hy i i i
ours with the most common working periods each week being ten hours (18%)

twelve howrs (15%), fifteen hours (14%
N (14%) and tw 1 i
penods accounted for 60 per cent of respon)ses. 1y hours (13%). - These four workdng
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Table 2: Hours Worked (hours)

Hours Range During School/University During Holidays
TernvSemester

1-8 19 8

5-16 51 23

17-24 16 21

25+ 14 49

Tolal 100% 0%

During holidays, hours worked increase markedly. More than two-thirds of respondents
worked in excess of sixteen hours per week, with 49 per cent of respondents working in
excess of twenty-four hours per week. The average number of hours worked was twenty-two
hours wiih the most common working periods per week being twenty hours (19%), thirty
hours (14%), fifteen hours (10%) and Lwenty-five hours (10%). These four working periods
accounted for 53 per cent of responses,

We also asked students about thewr reasons for working in fast food. These responses are
shown in Table 3. Overwheimingly, respondents mdicated that the most popular reason for
commencing: employment was for financial rewards for themselves. Approximately half of
sludents responded that they wanted income either to spend on themselves or for specific
purposes such as to purchase a CD player. It was rarely the case (8%) that students
responded that they commenced employmerit because their family needed the money -
although, there may be some reluctance to disclose on this 1ssue. Another common reason for
working 1n fast food was to gain work expertence to pul on their résumé {3%) or 1o improve
career prospects (23%). Few students, though, indicated that they wanted to pursue a career
1 hospitahity (10%). Most studenis saw the fast food work experience as a transitional form
of employmeni which satisfied thewr immediaie‘needs for income and/or provided them with
work experiénce that would improve thesr empioyability in the future.

Table 3: Reasons for Starting Work in Fast Food (per cent)

Reason Total
1 needed the money B ) 61
1 wanted more money to spead on myself ' 56
1 wanted 1o save money for a specific target (e.g. to buy a CD player etc) 49
1 wanted to get any kind of work expenience to puk on my résumé (CV) 39
My friends were working, so 1 thought i should as well 27
1 thought fast food work experience would improve my career prospects 23
I thought 1t would be fun 23
My parents thought,i was a good idea 20
1 wanted to pursue’a career In hospitality 10
My family needed the money 8
Convement hours or location 4

Note: muitipie responses possible, so tally greater than 100 per cent,

Aside from therr rationale for working 1 fast food, we also sought to establish how
respondents found thewr employment n fast food (Table 4). There were two main methods.
The first was by direct contact with employers cither by personal approach (35%) or in
1esponse to a newspaper advertisement (13%). Second, employment was also often gained by
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word-of-mouth from friends (25%) or from family members (13%). These resuits suggest
that while Fast food has a relatively open labour matket with few barriets 10 entry, informal

networks also represent a relatively important, although secondary, means of gamnng
employment.

Table 4: How Job was Obtamed (per cent)

Item Total
1 approached empioyer directly either by phone or in person 35
Waord of mouth — friend 25

I saw an advert in a newspaper and applied for the job 13
Word of mouth — family 12
Krew manager 8
I'saw an advert in a shop window and applied for the job 7
Job agency 5
Through school/university noticeboard or announcement 2

Note: multipte responses possible, so tally greater than 100 per cent.

Table 5 shows the starting ages for empioyment in fast food. Pethaps surpristngly, the
starting age for employment is refatively young, with three-quarters of respondents reporting
that they commenced empioyment in fast food at the age of sixteen years or younger. Almost

half of respondents ‘were fifteen years of age or younger when they commenced working in
fast food

Tabie 5% Starting Age for Employment in Fast Food {per cent)
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" . Service (per cent)

Table f;ﬂla.?:gth of Service (p Tou
< 21
) 19
2 25
3 23
4 6
3 10%%
Total

Union density 1n fast food is low. Qur survey (see zﬁfe 73;!11:;:?[;&:12?: :;rtllli 9a [:)der a(::)[tl; :rag
sed. Further, some 9 pel cent were unawar n :

b:l:::nltl?l;gbzgt rtl:spond to the guestion, A large majonly,_mough, mdu.ated th%ﬁ mei(1 :Slﬂol::
gemng 10 2 umon. To probe the 1ssue of unionsation furtber, we asked Lwlo t;le e: ::ember s
First, as fast food workers, 1t appeared that 24 per cent of them had \:f':ntee[: af:: D e eince
a un;on (see Table 8). Second, only 14 per cent responded that manag e e sation
discouraged employees irom JOIUNE Unons. These resuils suggest that, despiie pffons n
from so:%\e employers, there may e further scope for wnions to intensify their ¢

orgapise the fast food industry.

Table 7: Mcrﬁber of a Union (per cenl)

Year Total
FLIs 16
15 col 31
16 29
17 10
18 7
19 : 2
20 3
21+ 2
Total 100

We asked students how long they had worked for fast food employers. These daa report
employees’ employment duration in the fast food industry generally, not with individuat
employers. The resuits are displayed in Table 6. As can be seen, only a {ifth of respondents
had less than one year's work experience 1n fast food. The vast majority of respondents had
at least one, two or three years’ experience in the industry. More than 50 per cent had more
than two years' experience, These data suggest that most peopie remain in the industry for
severat of years before taking up other employment options outside the mdustry. While our
data shows that employees do tend to stay m the industry for several years, they may have
worked for several different employers over that period. Whether the employment duration
data reflect the desirability of working i this ndustry or the scarcily of other youth
employment opiions 15 an open question.

Ttem _ Total
Yes - g
No : 73
Don't know ‘;
No Response

Total ; 100%

. Unionism (per cent) ;
Fablel: ntomem e Strongly  Neutral Strongly N.ol Totail
flom Agreef i Disagree/  Applicable

Agree . _ Disagree 5 =
As a fast food worker, L 24 38 30
wanl to be a member of a
umon, - o
Managets/supervisors at my 14 46 29
workplace discourage
employees from jorang
unions, &

Note: Toiats may not be J00 due io rounding

; ask ries of

To gam more msight into employees’ woark expericnces, we dfskedsla;s:::;ien::ﬁagizup o
i hei ent. For purposes of pre )

uestions about their fast food employm : . ° group e

(rlﬁsp{mses 10 DUT Quesions, figst, wnto those refating to '.r&e_ notcnually aegau;'gt“das;gr o
working 1n fast food and then, second, inio the more positive aspects, as hera

this article.
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Table 9 displ'ays' our findings on the ne
Suggest that generaily employees do find
like working at weekends, Further, empl

pative aspects of working in fast food. Our resuits
fast food work boring, relatively low paid and don't

I 4 oyees also report that fast food managers commoni
hustle’ them to make them work faster, send them home without pay when business 1s staci

:nd- wllthhgld work from employees as they get older and become eligible for higher rates of

ge-related pay. Nearly one third of respondents atso teport working extra hours without
exira pay. A quarter of employees report getting injured at work although only a small
percentage take time off work as a result. While the majority of employees rcpom}:’d alwaa;s

being allowed to take scheduled work breaks and rest penods, a third indicated that they had

noi always been aliowed 1o do so, Em " Vi t i
) 7 . ployees” views of night wo i t
like 1t rather than dislike it. These results ; Pbloyees 1t 16 ool

t ndicate that, overall, empio |
negative aspects of fast food employment. plovees tend o sce severa

Table 9: Negative’ Aspects of Working in Fast Food {per cent)

It 1
em Strongly Neutral Strongly Not Total
igreel Disagree/ Applicable
— gree Di
Managers *hustie* us at work to make 6B 12 ml’g -
us go faster in our jobs. 2 100
I have noticed that as employees get 50 25 20 2 100

older, they are offered progressively
less and less work,

When business 15 siow, managers find 45 20 30

an excuse to send staff home, without ; 1
_pay, before their shifts are due to end,
I find fast food work boring, 40 36 23
I like working on the weexend. 29 30 40 i 5o
Emptpyees are relatively well paid for 23 25 52 i o0
worku_;‘_g in fast food, compared with ' 100
some other jobs.
1 have-been injured at work. 2
T'had 6 take time off work because of 85 llll} 2(1] % 10
an injury at work ¢ 0 1
Manag_ers will deduct some of my 11 19 59 1
wages because of problems I have : 10
;aeen alleged o cause at work.
am always allowed to‘take m;
scheduled breaks and rest perigds > ° . l 100
I dislike working at night, ] 33 26 41
I work extra hours and do not get paid 29 13 54 5' 1l %

for this work.
Note: Errors due 1o rounding

By contrast w:th the negative aspects of fast food work, we also iried to identify

potentially positive aspects of such work as well. Our results, shown in Table 10 1:1(i,ica:c
thal employees weie overwhelmingly positive about numerous of aspects of fast fo'od WO[Ke
Rcspondent_s enjoyed the social aspects of work such as working in teams workikn with oth :
employees, interacting with customers by being nice and smiling and ever; weanngg a nniﬂ‘n’tf]r
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They also were generaily very positive about the performance of supervisors or managers in
that they felt management could be approached about work problems, was concerned about
their health and safety and reated employees fairly at work. Respondents were also positive
about fast food work Lo the extent that they considered they were well trained 1o do ther jobs,
were given a lot of respensibility in the job and had acquired valuable skills from working
fast food.

Table 19: ‘Positive’ Aspects of Working in Fast Food (per cent)

Item Strongly Neutral Strongly Not Total
Agree/ Disagree/ Applicable
Agree Disagree
I like working 1n teams. 76 20 4 0 100
1 enjoy berng nice and siniting when 66 21 11 1 106G
dealing with customers.
The best part of fast food employment 62 27 10 i 100
15 working with other empioyees.
If T have a problem at work, [ know 66 14 19 1 100

that F can speak to the managers or
supervisor/team leader.

The health and safety of empioyees 15 55 19 24 2 100
a high priority with my empioyer.

Fast food managers and supervisors 59 22 20 ) 100
treat me fairly at work.

1 am well trained to do my job. 68 19 12 0 100
1 am given a lot of responsibility.in 50 24 25 1 100
my job.

I have learnt valuabie skills from 59 19 21 1 100

working 1 fast food that will help me

in my career '

1 dislike wearing a uniform. 25 31 42 3 100
1like working in fast food 24 36 41 i 100
Note: Errors due to rounding

Age and Gender

Ag part of our analysis, we sort 10 establish if there were any major differences according to
age or beiween the opinions of men and women we surveyed. In terms of age, there were no
major differences in responses. “ln 'terms of geﬁder, the mamn differences are shown in Table
11. We only show those items where the views of men and women were different, As can be
seen mn Table 11, there are only a small number of items where the views of men and women
differ markedly. “In terms of the negative aspecis, men were more likely io find fast food
work boring, (o state that their managers had discouraged workers from joining unions and
that they worked extra hours for no pay. in terms of the positive aspects, women were less
likely to dislike weanmng a uniform, more likely to enjoy dealing with customers and to
consider that their jobs entailed a fot of responsibility. Part of the gender difference may
reflect women’s higher propensity to work in customer service roles rather than in food
preparatton, where reiatively more men tend to work, As such, the women may be more
likely to be involved and to enjoy the social aspects of work.
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Table 11:' Gender Difference in Perceptions of Working in Fast Food {per cent)

Item Strongl_y Neutral Strongly Not Totaj
Agree/ Disagree/ applicable
. Agree Disagree
_Negative aspects
1find fast food work  Female 31 38 30 i 100
boring. Male 50 34 14 2 100
Managersisupervisors Femate 6 48 32 15 100
ag ny workpiace Male 23 43 26 9 100
discourage
empioyees from
_Joining unions.
I \a;orlc extra nours[i Femaie 26 10 G0 3 100
and do not get pai
ona do not i ' Mate 32 17 45 6 100
Positive aspects
I dislike wearing a Femate 19 30 47 4 100
: uniform. Male 32 31 36 i 100
. Tenjoy being nice Femate 75 17 7 i 100
and smiling when Mate 55 27 17 2 100
dealing with
_customers,
[ am given a 1ot of Female 61 22 16 1 100
. responsibility in my Male 36 27 36 i 100
* Job, :

‘Note: Ttenrs are only shown if there 15 a 10 percentage point difference between maies and
femates on both the srrqng[y. agree/agree item and the strongly disagree/agree items, or there
.was a I5 percentage point difference m either of these tiems,

Conclusion

Fast food 15 an 1important area of employment - particulanly for young peopie who may start

working in the industry at a‘relatively early age. Yet, there is a polarisation of views about
fast food emmpioyment. Some scholars portray fast food work as a dead-end form of
employment‘;:srcharactcnsed by towly paid, repetitive work and harsh labour management.
‘Alternatively; other writers usually describe fast food work as a iransitional form 01.r
employment where teenagers acquire valuzble work skills and discipline that prepares them
w:cll for future empioynieéntin the adult labour market. The aim this research was (o ayse
directly the perception and views of employees on lheir experiences in fast food. e

Our results suggest that employees were polarised in their views about working 1n fast food
On the one hand, respondents noted several negative features of fast food work Some;
employees reported working extra time unpaid and being hustied in what they consi‘dered to
be bonng and low paid jobs.' But on the other hand, empioyees atso reported several positive
aspects of fast food work. Employees enjoyed the social aspects of work, feit they held

leSpDnSIble IObS acquired Valllable Sk!lls were WC" tramed and w e geng “y well treateg
s N i id T4,
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This research can serve as a reminder thal 1t 15 not appropriate to describe fast food work 1n
simplistic terms either good or bad. )

Empioyees® views about thewr work situation may have several dimensions that can appear to
be contradictory, and thew expression may depend on the context (cf. Fox, 1971), Well-
informed practitioners in human resources and employment relations recogmse that peopie’s
attitudes to work should not be seen 1 such simplistic terms. Our results suggest that the fast
food employment expenence is a complex one. On the surface at least, the negative aspects
of fast food work should provide an ideal recruiting ground for unions; but few empioyees are
umon members. 1t may be that the enjoyable social relations of work tend to counterbalance
the negative work features as most employees remain in the industey at least for a few years,
it could be that these young people are new to the labour market and as a resuit are more
tolerant or naive about employment nghts and expectations that other workers, As Curtis and
Lucas (2000) argue, perhaps there 1s a ‘comncidence of needs' n fast food between the
preferences of employers and employees, These are tentative conclusions, therefore, if we
are conducling more research to explore further the dynamics of employment relations in fast
food.

Endnote

1. We would like to thank Ken Lovell and Keith Townsend for their assistance and advice
on this project. We also thank colleagues at Griffith University and Queensland
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