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Organizational Behavior: Forgotten Variable in Safe Food

Abstract
The war on foodborne illness in hotels and restaurants is based on microbiology and critical control points.
The author argues that cooks, managers, instructors, researchers, and regulators need to start looking beyond
this narrow base to include more organizational behavior processes in their arsenal.
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Organizational behavior: 
Forgotten variable in safe food 

by David Walczak 

The war on foodborne illness in hotels and re~taurants.~ One of the reasons 
restaumnts ;s based on m~crobiology and 
cnbcalcontro~po~nts The aumoraQues mat 
m o k s ,  managers, mnstrunors, researchers. 
and regulators need to start lmk~ng beyond 
this mkow base to include more omaniza- 
tional behavior processes in their arsenal. 

I n a recent survey conducted 
by ABC News, 38 percent of 
respondents said they wony 

about food poisoning; 52 percent 
think that fast-food restaurants 
are not doing a good job ensuring 
food safety, and 62 percent believe 
it is safer to eat at home than in a 
restaurant.' While the Centers for 
Disease Control are currently 
reviewing the statistics, it is esti- 
mated that there are between 40 
and 81 million cases of foodborne 
illnesses every year in the United 
States, resulting in 9,100 dea th2  

Culinary schools, hotels and 
restaurants, food processors, and 
government agencies are doing 
their best to fight the war on 
germs. However, people still get 
sick from eating in hotels and 

for this may be the narrow micro- 
biological base upon which the 
battle plans are drawn. The major 
argument in this article is that 
&ary and hospitality manage- 
ment instructors, hotel and 
restaurant managers, and govern- 
ment regulators need to start look- 
ing beyond the microbiology of 
sanitation at critical control points 
and include more of the human 
aspects of clean and sanitary pro- 
duction4 in the war on germs. 

In Florida, culinary and hospi- 
tality management students take 
required courses in sanitation: 
and every five years, food man- 
agers are required to pass a sani- 
tation exam administered by the 
state.6 In college classes, training 
sessions, and workshops, students 
and staff learn about the minoor- 
ganisms responsible for food cont- 
amination, the times and temper- 
atures necessary for fighting bac- 
teria, proper fwd-handling tech- 
niques, the importance of personal 
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hygiene, and hazard analysis and 
critical control points (NACCP).' 

In 1995 and 1996, the author 
worked full time as a garde 
manger cook at a major five-dia- 
mond resort hotel in Florida. 
From November through April, 
the hotel employed about 100 
cooks who worked in five kitchens 
preparing food for the two main 
dining rooms, a beach club, a golf- 
course caf6, room service, ban- 
quets, off-premise catering, and 
an employee cafeteria. While at 
the hotel, the author observed 
many sanitation violations,8 
including cooks and supervisors 
intentionally violating known 
sanitation rules and regulations 
during the preparation, cooking, 
and holding critical control 
points. Organizational hehavior 
concepts can provide as under- 
standing of why these sanitation 
breakdowns occurred. By focus- 
ing on real-life shop-floor behav- 
iors and processes, management 
can complement its current 
efforts at fighting foodborne ill- 
ness which, in turn, should help 
managers achieve their goal of 
producing profitable, tasty, 
attractive, and safe food. 

Literature provides insight 
What are some of the organi- 

zational behaviors and processes 
that can circumvent manage- 
ment's goal of producing safe food 
in hotels and restaurants? While 
there are no research studies that 
address this topic directly, some 
insights can be gained from sani- 
tation textbooks and recent stud- 
ies on cooks. 

Ronald Cichy discusses peo- 
ple-related sanitation issues at 
the preparation, cooking, and 
holding critical control  point^.^ 
During the preparation phase, 
staff must wear hair constraints 
and clean uniforms, which are not 
to be worn to and from work. Good 
personal hygiene is essential. 
S m o h g  and eating are not per- 
mitted in food preparation areas, 
and disposable tasting spoons 
should be used when testing food 
prepared for customers. Regular 
hand washing is critical. Florida 
sanitation statutes recommend 
that staff wash hands for 20 sec- 
onds. Unauthorized people are not 
permitted in food preparation 
areas. All of these standards 
should also be followed at the 
cooking and holding control 
points. In addition, Cichy men- 
tions that accuracy in following 
recipes and staff training in times 
and temperatures are important 
people issues at the latter two crit- 
ical control points, respectively. 

This information is typical of 
the behavioral aspects of sanita- 
tion taught to students, man- 
agers, cooks, and reg~lators.'~ To 
be sure, in his discussion of the 
cooking control point and people, 
Cichy mentions the antagonistic 
relationship that exists in some 
establishments between produc- 
tion and senice people. Cichy 
states that this conflict "creates an  
atmosphere of hostility which is 
not conducive to achieving the 
(sanitation) goals of the opera- 
tion."" He suggests that managers 
should have cooks and servers 
trade places occasionally so they 
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might gain an understanding of 
the others' job responsibilities. 
This antagonistic relationship 
between cooks and servers is a 
good example of real-life shop- 
floor behavior. It is not a major 
concern in sanitation textbooks, 
nor is it a topic included on certifi- 
cation exams or inspection check- 
lists; however, because it can con- 
tribute to the production of unsafe 
food, it should be included in san- 
itation courses, workshops, and 
training sessions, as well as on 
checklists and exams. 

When discussing the relation- 
ship between the holding control 
point and people, Cichy identifies 
another organizational process 
which can affect the production of 
safe food. Cichy says that 'limited 
resources (people, equipment, and 
facilities) make it =cult for food 
service operations to approximate 
the ideal flow," i.e., the flow neces- 
sary to keep food that is being held 
for long periods of time free of con- 
tamination.'' 

Sanitation can suffer 
Gary Alan Fine offers an addi- 

tional insight into thc human 
aspects of clean and sanitary pro- 
duction. According to Fine, line 
cooks take shortcuts which are 
"improper choices that bend or 
break the rules of production, but 
that save time and effort."13 Trade- 
offs are one speciflc type of short- 
cut. F i e  found that "the challenge 
of cooking efficiently and pleas- 
antly while maintaining stan- 
dards of hygiene is a trade-off, 
even if it is not always explicitly 
recognized."'* Cooks can be under 

tremendous pressure to produce 
tasty and attractive food in a cost- 
effective manner. Given that food 
poisoning is difficult to trace, a fad 
cooks know well, they might trade 
off sanitation concerns for produc- 
tion priorities. Sanitation trade- 
offs are recognized by the Educa- 
tional Foundation of the National 
Restaurant Foundation and sup- 
ported by additional research? 
but knowledge of them is not 
required in order to be certified in 
sanitation as a cook or food man- 
ager in Florida. 

The following additional orga- 
nizational behavior issues relat- 
ing to sanitation violations were 
observed by the author: informal 
work norms, fatigue, work stress, 
worlung while sick, and organiza- 
tional cultu~e.'~ While cooks are 
usually given a lunch break, an 
informal norm exists among the 
cooks and supervisors that 
restrids them from taking this 
break until all the preparation 
and 6nishing work is complete. 
This encourages them to eat at 
their work stations, which is a vio- 
lation of sanitation rules and reg- 
ulations. Often, cooks are too tired 
to clean and sanitize properly. 
This is especially the case during 
the winter season in Florida which 
runs from approximately Decem- 
ber through April. During the sea- 
son, cooks work long hours. 
Mandatory overtime is common. 
They are given short notice of 
infrequent and irregular days off. 
Because of their low pay, many 
cooks work two jobs, both of which 
require standing for long periods 
of time. Cooks therefore find 

Walczak 

FIU Hospitality Review, Volume17, Number 1 & 2, 1999
Contents © 1999 by FIU Hospitality Review. The reproduction of any artwork,

editorial or other material is expressly prohibited without written permission
from the publisher.



themselves with little energy to 
clean and sanitize, and when they 
do, it is only in the most perfunc- 
tory manner. Even if woks are not 
necessarily fatigued, they do expe- 
rience much stress during the 
workday. 

During the season, cooks usu- 
ally have too much work, not 
enough help or advanced notice to 
complete the required workload, 
and many interruptions due to 
poor planning, add-ons, or acci- 
dents. Yet, the organization 
depends on them to be a t  work, so 
cooks come to work sick, with their 
symptoms masked by heavy doses 
of cold and flu medicine. They may 
he kee of visible symptoms, but 
the virus is still present. On the 
other hand, because of low wages 
and the seasonal nature of the 
food service business in Florida, 
cooks feel that they must work in 
spite of their illness. Many cooks 
came to work sick, but they were 
never observed being sent home or 
rerouted to non-food service relat- 
ed jobs. 

Nor did management create a 
culture in which sanitation was 
important. Management paid only 
lip service to sanitation issues. 
Sanitation training was organized 
and delivered poorly. While culi- 
nary managers would fine a cook 
for not k i n g  cleanly shaven, they 
sent a contradictmy message by 
not cleaning up after preparing or 
cooking food. It was clearly stated 
in the cooks' manual that dispos- 
able tasting spoons were to be 
used, but none were supplied to 
the cooks. Bottom-line conscious- 
ness was the preeminent concern 

of the c u h a r y  management team 
which also seemed wdbng to trade 
sanitation concerns for efficient 
production priorities. 

Training needs new focus 
While the literature provides 

some insights into the human 
aspects of clean and sanitary pro- 
duction, most of the current infor- 
mation is limited and speculative, 
and lacks depth. The observations 
of sanitation violations made by 
Fine and Walczak offer important 
ethnographic insights, but neither 
study is generalizable to other 
restaurants or hotels. Also, many 
question have not been asked or 
remain unanswered, and the rela- 
tionships between variables have 
not been studied. 

For example, antagonistic 
relationships between cooks and 
servers can undermine the pro- 
duction of safe food, but so also 
might the conflict between cooks 
and stewards, cooks and man- 
agers, etc. In addition, there is a 
question about the roles age, edu- 
cation, gender, race, and occupa- 
tional status play. That cooks 
engage in trade-offs is firmly 
established, hut why are they in a 
position to have to choose between 
making customers sick or avoiding 
reprimands for slack production? 

It is well known that success- 
ful sanitation programs need the 
support of upper-level manage- 
ment, hut why does management 
pay only lip service to sanitation, 
send wntradidory messages, and 
not follow the guidelines set out in 
the wmpany manual? How do 
other organizational behaviors 

FIU Hospitality Review 

-- .- - 

FIU Hospitality Review, Volume17, Number 1 & 2, 1999
Contents © 1999 by FIU Hospitality Review. The reproduction of any artwork,

editorial or other material is expressly prohibited without written permission
from the publisher.



and processes such as alienation 
from work, job dissatisfaction, 
intolerance for diversity, racism, 
sexism, limited opportunities for 
promotion, and high turnover 
relate to sanitation violations? As 
it stands, the current research in 
this area is inadequate. It offers 
some insights into how organiza- 
tional behavior may contribute to 
the spread of foodborne illness 
during the preparation, cooking, 
and holding control points in 
hotels and restaurants; however, a 
deeper, clearer, more thorough 
understanding must await fur- 
ther, more rigorous, and system- 
atic investigation. 

Food safety is issue 
In 1997, President Clinton 

launched the National Food Safe- 
ty Initiative to address U.S. food 
safety concerns. On August 25, 
1998, Executive Order 13100 
established the President's Coun- 
cil on Food Safety, the purpose of 
which is to develop a comprehen- 
sive science-based strategy to 
improve the nation's food safety. 
Among other topics, the strategic 
plan should address management 
issues regarding food safety from 
farm to fork, production to con- 
sumption." Consistent with this 
effort, in the commercial food ser- 
vice industry, federal and state 
agencies and professional associa- 
tions are focusing on food handler 
education and training; train- 
the-trainer education programs, 
including certification training; 
and hazard analysis and critical 
control point model development, 
training, and education. However, 

while these efforts are important 
and helpful, they are too narrowly 
focused and need to be expanded 
to include more organizational 
behavior principles. 

The culinary school and the 
general education department at 
the Art Institute of Fort Laud- 
erdale are currently seeking fund- 
ing from the United States 
Department ofAgriculture, Coop- 
erative State Research, Educa- 
tion, and Extension Service 
(CSREES), Special Research 
Grants Program on Food Safety 
Research to begin investigating 
how organizational behaviors and 
processes can undermine man- 
agement's sanitation goals. Cooks 
and hospitality management stu- 
dents enrolled in culinary classes 
will be trained in basic organiza- 
tional behavior concepts and 
employed as participant 
observers a t  cooperating restau- 
rants to gather data which they 
will analyze in order to evaluate 
how social processes affect the 
preparation, cooking, and holding 
of safe food. The major objective is 
to not only train the industry 
leaders of tomorrow, but to share 
findings with interested others 
through educational and training 
programs. 

Because of the lack of research 
in this area, scientific-based policy 
implications cannot be drawn at 
this time. However, legislators 
charged with developing sanita- 
tion law may want to follow the 
current discussion regarding pre- 
scription errors among pharma- 
cists in Florida.18 Pharmacists' 
workloads (too many prescriptions 
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to fill), staffing levels (too few 
pharmacists to fill prescriptions), 
a hgh-stress work environment, 
and the use of low-wage, minimal- 
ly-trained technicians working in 
for-profit organizations with acute 
bottom-line consciousness have aLl 
been implicated in the rise of pre- 
scription errors. In an attempt to 
gain control of this situation, state 
legislators are stressing improve- 
ment over punishment, involving 
voluntary guidelines that include 
periodic meetings among organi- 
zation members to review errors 
and suggest prevention strategies. 
Even though the occupations are 
so different, the social aspects of 
production, which can lead to cus- 
tomer illness, seem to be quite 
similar. Therefore, perhaps state 
legislators could begin discussing 
a similar strategy for combating 
sanitation violations in the hospi- 
tality industry. 

Another step would be to 
include some organizational 
behavior concerns in c u l i n q  and 
hospitality management courses, 
training sessions, and workshops, 
as well as on certification exams. 
In a chapter entitled 'Zducating 
Foodservice Personnel in Food 
Sanitation," hngree and Arm- 
bruster" list the course content of 
a sanitation training course. The 
subject matter should include ele- 
ments of microbiology, parasites in 
food, transmission of pathogens, 
causes of foodborne illnesses, 
reservoirs of microorganisms, 
sources of food contamination and 
control measures, multiplication of 
baderia, and agencies concerned 
with food protection. Analysis 

would suggest a possible ninth 
topic, organizational behavior. 

Sanitation should be a preem- 
inent concern at all levels in the 
organization, especially among 
those who work directly with food. 
The author observed sanitation 
violations by the executive chef 
and sous chef, as well as area 
supervisors and Consis- 
tent with a total quality manage- 
ment approach, chefs at all levels 
need to continue to learn about the 
microbiology of food safety and 
critical control points, but they 
must also be introduced to the role 
played by the social dimension as 
well. AU food handlers and man- 
agers need to accept responsibility 
for sanitation and be ever vigilant 
for ways to make food safer. 
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