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-a'd patriotic names, and the cattle ranch down the road was fo e. 
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EVERY SATURDAY ELISA ZAMOT gets up at 5:15 in the morning. 
It's a struggle, and her head feels groggy as she steps into the shower. 
Her little sisters, Cookie and Sabrina, are fast asleep in their beds. By 
5:30, Elisa's showered, done her hair, and put on her McDonald's uni
form. She's sixteen, bright-eyed and olive-skinned, pretty and petite, 
ready for another day of work. Elisa's mother usually drives her the 
half-mile or so to the restaurant, but sometimes Elisa walks, leaving 
home before the sun rises. Her family's modest townhouse sits beside 
a busy highway on the south side of Colorado Springs, in a largely 
poor and working-class neighborhood. Throughout the day, sounds 
of traffic fill the house, the steady whoosh of passing cars. But when 
Elisa heads for work, the streets are quiet, the sky's still dark, and the 
lights are out in the small houses and rental apartments along the 
road. 

When Elisa arrives at McDonald's, the manager unlocks the door 
and lets her in. Sometimes the husband-and-wife cleaning crew are· 
just finishing up. More often, it's just Elisa and the manager in the res
taurant, surrounded by an empty parking lot. For the next hour or so, 
the two of them get everything ready. They turn on the ovens and 
grills. They go downstairs into the basement and get food and supplies 
for the morning shift. They get the paper cups, wrappers, cardboard 
containers, and packets of condiments. They step into the big freezer 

Excerpt from Fast Food Nation, by Eric Schlosser, 2001.
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food workers are paid an hourly wage, provided no benefits, and 
scheduled to work only as needed. Crew members are employed ·at 
will." If the restaurant's busy, they're kept longer than usual. If busi
ness is slow, they're sent home early. Managers try to make sure that 
each worker is employed less than forty hours a week, thereby avoid
ing any overtime payments. A typical McDonald's or Burger King res
taurant has about fifty crew members. They work an nerage of thirty 
hours a week. By hiring a large number of crew members for each res
taurant, sending them home as soon as possible, and employing them 
for fewer than forty how.rs a week whenever possible, the chains keep 
their labor costs to a bare minimum. 

A handful of fast food workers are paid regular salaries. A fast food 
restaurant that employs fifty crew members has four or five managers 
and assistant managers. They earn about $23,000 a year and usually 
rcceivc medical benefits, as well as some form of bonus or profit shar
ing. They have an opportunity to rise up the corporate ladder. But 
they also work long hours without overtime - fifty, sixty, seventy 
hours a week. The turnover rate among assistant managers is ex
tremely high. The job offers little opportunity for independent deci
sion-making. Computer programs, training manuals, and the ma
chines in the kitchen determine how just about everything must be 
done. 

Fast food managers do have the power to hire, fire, and schedule 
workers. Much of their time is spent motivating their crew members. 
In the absence of good wages and secure employment, the chains try 
to inculcate "team spirit" in their young crews. Workers who fail to 
work hard, who arrive late, or who are reluctant to stay extra hours are 
made to feel that they're making life harder for everyone else, letting 
their friends and ·coworkers down. For years the McDonald's Corpo
ration has provided its managers with training in "transactional anal
ysis," a set of psychological techniques populariud in the book I'm 
OK- You're OK ( 1969). One of these techniques is called "stroking" 
- a form of positive reinforcement, deliberate praise, and recognition
that many teenagers don't get at home. Stroking can make a worker
feel that his or her contribution is sincerely valued. And it's much less
expensive than raising wages or paying overtime.

The fast food chains often reward managers who keep their labor 
costs low, a practia that often leads to abuses. In 1997 a jury in Wash
ington State found that Taco Bell had systematically coerced its crew 
members into working off the clock in order to avoid paying them 
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overtime. The bonuses of Taco Bell restaurant managers were tied to 
their success at cutting labor costs. The managers had devised a num
ber of creative ways to do so. Workers were forced to wait until things 
got busy at a restaurant before officially starting their shifts. They were 
forced to work without pay after their shifts.ended. They were forced 
to dean restaurants on their own time. And they were sometimes 
rompensated with food, not wages. Many of the workers involved 
were minon and recent immigrants. Before the penalty phase of the 
Washington lawsuit, the two sides reached a settlement; Taco Bell 
� to pay millions of dollars in back wages, but admitted no 
wrongdoing. As many as 16,000 current and former employees were 
owed money by the rompany. One empl� a high school dropout 
named Regina Jones, regularly worked seventy to eighty hours a week 
but was paid for only forty. In 2001, Taco Bell settled a class-action 
lawsuit in California. agreeing to pay $9 million in back wages for 
� and an Oregon jury found that Taco Bell managers had 
falsified the time cards of thousands of workers in order to get pro
ductivity bonuses. 

AF a WORUNG AT Burger King restaurants for a 
sociol · Ester Reiter ronduded that the trait m
food wo is "obedience." In other mass uction industries 
ruled by the bly line, labor unions gained workers higher 
wages, formal gri ce procedures, and voice in how the work is 
performed. The high hf'lofflll9!T' food restaurants, the part
time nature of the jobs, the Dla11"1F1na1 social status of the crew 
members have made it difficult organize their workers. And the fast 
food chains have fought aaa.ildlt with the same zeal they've dis-
played fighting him in nummum e. 

The McDonald's rporation insists tli its franchise operators 
follow directives food preparation, purch , store design, and 
countless oth · ute details. Company specifica · ns COWT every-
thing from e size of the pickle slices to the circum� of the pa-
per cu en it romes to wage rates, however, the com 
1Da:JDfJh' silent and Iaissez-&ire. This policy allows operators set 
their wages according to local labor markets - and it absoha 
McDonald's Corporation of any formal responsibility for roughly 




