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Summary: Food service work is poorly documented in the scientific literature on occupational health and safety. Work was analysed following a union request whose aim was to secure greater respect for the profession. Work demands are described, as well as the strategies used to maintain a balance between workers’ health and productivity and especially to gain respect and recognition. The methodology included preliminary observations followed by 33.75 hours of systematic observations of nine food servers in three restaurants, as well as individual interviews with the same workers and a collective interview with five food servers who had not participated in the observations, to validation our conclusions. Food service workers face three types of challenges (physical, cognitive and emotional) and use several strategies to address them. The work has a large but invisible mental and emotional component since managing clients’ emotions is an important part of the job. In the North American context, where a large part of the food servers’ pay comes from tips, most strategies are aimed at increasing client satisfaction so as to get a better tip which serves as recognition of the quality of their work. But the size of the tip depends on many factors outside the control of the food server, and tipping feeds into an unequal relationship between food server and client.
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