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University University of California, Davis Restaurant workers across the US are being forced to take their own lives under what has been dubbed “food slavery.” Some may have been forced into lives of crime. Others were more commonly trapped in a
“food-industry-linked debt trap,” involving the need to pay for college expenses to land better-paying jobs. The University of California, Davis, and Johns Hopkins University researchers found that close to 50 percent of workers in the US food industry –

including restaurants, retail, and food processing – are experiencing “debt-related job strain.” Research shows that in order to pay for these employees’ college educations, they’re able to work under conditions that are psychologically or physically
unsustainable. It all adds up to what is called “food slavery”: a condition in which workers – often women – are bound and coerced into working harder and longer than they would in a normal job, with the promise of a better life. “Food slavery” is not

new. A study by the Pew Research Center in 2018 uncovered food insecurity among one-third of families – and even four in 10 households were using food pantries to help feed themselves. More than 50 percent of workers in all industries are working
two jobs to make ends meet. ‘Dangerous’ conditions “I think we’re seeing it throughout the food chain, from farm to fork,” says Amanda Werner, a distinguished professor in the Department of Food Science and Technology at the UC Davis School of

Agricultural and Environmental Sciences and the study’s senior author. “What we’re
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