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Abstract
Purpose – Moral aspects of food are gaining increased attention from scholars due to growing complexity
of the food system. The foodservice system is a complex arrangement of stakeholders, yet has not benefited
from similar scholarly attention on the moral facets. This gap is of significance given that the foodservice
system has increased in importance with the larger proportion of food consumed in foodservice environments.
This paper aims to focus on the foodservice system with the goal of applying moral perspectives associated
with the theoretical discussion on the principles of food ethics.

Design/methodology/approach – Food ethics is described within the theoretical framework of three
principles, namely, autonomy, justice and well-being. These ethical principles are reviewed in context of the
foodservice system comprised of food distribution (supply chains), preparation (foodservice establishments)
and consumption (consumer demand). The review also includes international perspectives on foodservice
system ethics to assess relativism (versus universalism) of moral issues.
Findings – As the foodservice system increases in complexity, greater discussion is needed on the ethics of
this system. This study observes that ignoring ethical principles can negatively impact the ability of
consumers, businesses and communities to make informed choices, and on their well-being. Alternatively, a
focus on understanding the role of food ethics can provide an anchor for research, practice and policy
development to strengthen the foodservice system.While these moral principles are universal truths, they will
require relative introspection globally, based on local experiences.
Originality/value – This paper presents a moral principle-based description of food ethics that
incorporates the various components of the expanding foodservice system.

Keywords Justice, Autonomy, Ethics, Well-being, Foodservice

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Food ethics is concerned with the morality of food production and consumption (Zwart,
2000). Food and agricultural ethics is “the study of how virtue, vice, rights, duties, benefits
and harms arise in connection with how we produce, process, distribute and consume our
food” (Thompson, 2015, p. 12). In other words, food ethics is about what is right and wrong
in the production and consumption of food. Ethical food systems must, therefore, address
the inherent moral value of healthy food, enhanced human well-being and dignity, human
health, natural resources and nature (Food andAgriculture Organization [FAO], 2001).

Recently, the philosophical “right and wrong” of food is receiving more thoughtful
consideration (Kaplan, 2012; Chiles et al., 2018). Contemporary global crises associated with
the food system, such as global warming (Kalt et al., 2020), the obesity pandemic (Béné et al.,
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2020) and disappearance of small- and medium-sized farming communities (Fanzo, 2017),
have amplified the interest in this subject (Peregrin, 2011). Increased distance between the
production and consumption of food is another reason for this revived focus on food ethics.
As a consequence, there is growing consensus around the need for a dialogue to improve our
knowledge, practice and laws related to food distribution, production and consumption (Coff
and Kemp, 2014; Kjærnes, 2012).

The consumption of food away from home, particularly in foodservice environments, has
consistently increased over the past several decades, which is evident in the revenue growth
of the global restaurant industry (National Restaurant Association [NRA], 2019; Research
and Markets, 2019). Given this increased importance of the foodservice system, and the
system’s complexity, there is value in addressing the role of moral principles in this context
(Saksena et al., 2018).

This paper presents a targeted yet a holistic review extending the theoretical framework
of moral principles, and how they can advance food ethics in the foodservice system. The
foodservice system is characterized to include food production/distribution, sourcing and
suppliers, production firms (e.g. restaurants) and the consumer (Armstrong and Kivirist,
2015; Carino et al., 2020). This review expands on the theoretical framework proposed by
Mepham (2000), to describe ethics in the foodservice system in context of the following food
ethics principles: autonomy, justice and well-being and highlights the complexity of ethical
challenges facing the foodservice system. Furthermore, the paper considers international
experiences associated with these ethical principles in the foodservice system, emphasizing
the notion of relativism of ethical boundaries. The discussion is concluded with implications
for future research.

2. Methodology and approach
The food ethics principles of autonomy, justice and well-being (Mepham, 2000) guided the
framing of this paper. We extended this theoretical framework by incorporating contextual
aspects of the foodservice system, defined as the continuum of supply chain sourcing,
foodservice business operations and consumer consumption (Sharma et al., 2014) (Figure 1).
The multiple aspects were included to represent the multi-faceted functional activities that
together define the foodservice system. As far as possible, the foodservice system contexts
were included under each ethical principle.

Areas that were incorporated in this review were based on their importance identified in
prior literature in context of the food ethics principles and foodservice system dimensions.
For instance, consumer’s autonomy is associated with supply chains and food labeling;
consumer justice with foodservice employment, labeling and nudging the consumer to make
certain choices deemed appropriate by the system. Then consumer well-being with
sustainability in foodservice, food safety and nutritional health of the consumer. Moreover,
each of foodservice contextual areas were considered broadly to ensure a comprehensive
viewpoint. For instance, broader implications were emphasized associated with resource
affordability, and constraints beyond money, such as those of time and effort (Jabs and
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Devine, 2006). The lack of discussion in any of these contexts represents a gap in the
literature and has been identified as areas for future research later in the paper.

Articles for review were identified through searches of Google Scholar, ProQuest, Social
Sciences abstracts and others by using a combination of keywords representing the food
ethics principles, foodservice system continuum and areas of general review identified
above. Given the heterogeneity of foodservice experiences around the world, it was also
important to bring international perspectives into this discussion. This can be a precarious
approach, one that may appear exclusive or unrepresentative, yet our intention was neither.
The selective international examples included in this review are from the USA (food safety,
supply chain, consumer affordability, employees), South Africa (labeling) and India
(obesity), to provide insight into relative versus universal nature of ethical principles. We
hope that these international experiences will provoke more thought than if only a singular
national or even regional-centric review was conducted. We reviewed papers published in
peer-reviewed journals and governmental and non-governmental agency reports. All efforts
were made to keep the references recent unless necessary to cite seminal articles. This
resulted in 90% of the citations from the past 15 years.

3. Autonomy
Autonomy in the food system is associated with the freedom to adopt (production and
distribution processes), and also the respect for consumers to make independent choices
(Mepham, 2000). One way that autonomy in the food system has been highlighted is around
globalization versus localization of food supply chains (Hinrichs, 2003), raising issues of
disparities and weaknesses inherent in this system (Ikerd, 2020). For consumers, autonomy
has been associated with making unconstrained and informed food choices (Bonotti, 2014)
based on information about production, distribution and processing through food labels and
restaurant menus. This section focuses on these two aspects of the foodservice system –
supply chains and labels – from the perspective of production/distribution, foodservice
businesses and the consumer.

3.1 Supply chains
A simplified version of defining food supply chains can be clustering around two types of
systems: a global supply chain and more directly marketed local supply chains (Stevenson
and Pirog, 2008). In reality, there exists greater heterogeneity created by a blend of global,
national, regional and local supply chains. The ethical notions associated with supply chains
are several. For instance, local supply chains require scaling up to meet local demand,
however, increased volume of the product should also ensure sustainable production
practices (Friedmann, 2007) while preserving the uniqueness of product quality and
consumer appeal. Another concern related to food supply chains is of food safety and
traceability (Coff et al., 2008).

The ethical question that has emerged is the need for information related to aspects of the
production of food that is essential for informed consumer decision-making (Anthony, 2018;
Lu and Chi, 2018; Manning et al., 2006). Such information is not easily available and
accessible to the consumer, particularly in imported foods (Wognum et al., 2011). There are
also concerns related to social implications of supply chains, such as the impact supply
chain disruptions can have on food access, leading to food deserts (Bitler and Haider, 2011).
Supply chain disruptions can also impact the type of menus foodservice establishments are
able to provide in certain locations, particularly those in lower-income neighborhoods (Lee
and Caine-Bish, 2021).
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In summary, foodservice supply chains can address ethical issues by conducting
contextual, and comprehensive risk analysis and planning, thereby increasing transparency
and enhancing risk management strategies (Gallear et al., 2015). There is an extensive
literature in the supply chain field on understanding risk management, including redundant
sourcing, dual sourcing and contingency planning (Peck, 2006; Ho et al., 2015). There is some
focus within the food systems literature on risk reduction and resilience in the food or agri-
supply chain, but rarely is this presented as an issue critical to human survival or economic
inequality. For example, resiliency research in the food supply chain literature usually
addresses business continuity (i.e. food supply chain continuity in times of crisis) but
ignores the effects of specific food supply and its impact on communities (Zorzini et al.,
2015). Therefore, while valuable, the application of mainstream supply chain management
principles without concern for the unique ethical considerations, particularly associated
with food and environmental justice, in global foodservice system, is unrealistic and perhaps
irresponsible.

3.2 Labeling
While early observations suggest labeling can enhance decision outcomes (Zlatevska et al.,
2018), several concerns remain related to the content and framing of this information
(VanEpps et al., 2016). In the foodservice system, labels relay information to two types of
users: the direct consumer through menu item information (e.g. nutrition, sourcing,
allergens, etc.) (Kwon et al., 2010); and foodservice buyers that rely on package labels of
ingredients used to create meals.

In the USA, the Food and Drug Administration’s 2014 ruling requires “[. . .] certain
restaurants and similar retail food establishments [. . .]” to provide necessary nutritional
information for consumers (Food and Drug Administration [FDA], 2021). Additionally,
labeling in now gaining the attention of consumers and lawmakers across the world,
including in emerging economies of Asia, Latin America and the African continent. Despite
some success in Europe and North American, labeling improvements are not universal – for
instance, in Africa, 44% of South African consumers do not see labeling and sustainability
as a priority while 67% acknowledged that they have very little knowledge of food labeling
(Belgian Development Agency, 2013). A comparable survey of Americans by the FDA in a
non-foodservice setting showed that 22% of those surveyed “rarely” or “never” used labels
when deciding to buy a food product (Lin et al., 2014). Research addressing the effectiveness
of nutrition information on restaurant menus is still lacking and more study is needed to
better understand “labeling” in that context.

Due to urbanization and nutrition transition more South Africans are adopting aWestern
diet and are eating out and consuming foods from restaurants, fast food outlets and street
foods (Koen et al., 2016). This has increased the consumption of high fat, salty, sugary and
energy-dense foods with larger portion sizes, which contribute to overweight, obesity and
non-communicable diseases (NCDs) (Claasen et al., 2016). Some fast food outlets do provide
nutrition information and labeling guidelines can ensure them to be appropriately framed
for all types of consumers. However, while the South African labeling regulations (R642) of
2007 and (R146) of 2010 are targeted at increasing information clarity and functionality of
labels (Jacobs et al., 2011), the low nutrition education levels of South African consumers
leads to widespread misunderstanding food labels, potentially impacting food choices.
According to research conducted by Van der Merwe and Venter (2010) and McEwan et al.
(2015), several problems were identified by consumers regarding food labeling in South
Africa. Labels can place broad claims of “GM-free” or “organic” while containing minimal
levels of genetically modified or organically produced ingredients. The “catch-all”



disclaimers for allergens “may contain” can be confusing. Food additives such as those for
flavoring, often represented by complex notifications, do not differentiate animal from
vegetable sources. Also, the impact of presenting information ingredient measures on labels
(percentages vs absolute quantities) needs to be better understood, as consumers and
foodservice employees may struggle to interpret quantitative information on food labels,
preferring more simple graphical information (Koen et al., 2016).

Nutrition education in South Africa has been done on an ad hoc basis and its impact on
knowledge and behavior change of consumers and the foodservice industry has not been
evaluated enough. Dietary or health messages on labels do not reflect the country’s health
problems (Love et al., 2021). The South African Food Based Dietary Guidelines, first
published in 2003 and revised in 2013, contain science-based messages aimed at the South
African population to change the eating behavior toward optimal diets and prevent NCDs
(Vorster et al., 2013). The National Department of Health (NDoH) endorsed the National
Guidelines for healthy meals into workplaces and public health establishments (NDoH, 2016;
NDoH, 2010), yet the foodservice industry in South Africa is not fully equipped with
detailed, simplified information on nutrition labeling.

Information content and framing on labels need to improve for better communication
(Lundeberg et al., 2018) and consumers need to be better informed through education
programs on reading and comprehending this information (Van der Merwe and Venter,
2010). Awareness through effective labeling could facilitate informed food choices, given the
universality of such information needs (Koen et al., 2016). More research is needed with both
country-specific evidence and international comparisons to adopt cost-effective information
provision strategies that can ensure autonomy of choice in the foodservice environment.

4. Justice
While there are several perspectives on the issue of justice in the broader food system that
can be applied to the foodservice system, we highlight our review from the point of view of
two critical stakeholders, namely, justice for food providers and justice for consumers. Social
justice for food workers is an issue that is increasingly being highlighted, particularly for
employees in the foodservice industry (Lo and Jacobson, 2011). Another perspective on
social justice is access, security and affordability of food (Vallianatos et al., 2010), which
have been associated with food deserts (Donald, 2013), poverty (Cafer and Kaiser, 2016) and
race inequality (Swartz et al., 2018). These injustices in the food system have largely been
associated with resource scarcity or money. In addition to monetary resources other
resource constraints such as time and effort can also lead to inaccessibility of food, despite
its abundance. These issues remain relatively less explored in the literature (Jabs and
Devine, 2006). Further adding to the debate over justice are novel practices that can “prod”
people to make decisions, also popularly known as “nudges.” The ethics of nudges remains
relatively unexplored despite their increased prevalence in the food system. This section
focuses on employment from the perspective of a resource supply and foodservice
operations; and nudging and time constraints from the perspective of the consumer.

4.1 Ethics of foodservice employment
The foodservice industry employs one out of every seven working individuals in the USA
(National Restaurant Association [NRA], 2019). Given the size and magnitude of the
industry, foodservice is often an individual’s first employment experience (NRA, 2019). Yet,
little research exists that investigates ethical issues surrounding the labor that drives
foodservice operations.
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Ethical treatment of workers is viewed as an important component of the broader food
ethics conversation (Alkon and Agyeman, 2011). Employees in the foodservice system
engage in a range of activities including preparation, service, sales and delivery.
Unfortunately, some foodservice employers subject employees to unsafe working
conditions, pay poverty-level wages and deny employees access to basic benefits (Barnhill
and Doggett, 2018); the average wage for foodservice workers in the USA is $25,030 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2018). This means that those individuals at or below the average can likely
be classified as low-income households according to poverty thresholds in the USA
(National Consumer Credit Protection [NCCP], 2018).

Low wages can cause hardships for many in the foodservice workforce. According to the
U.S. Census Bureau (2018), approximately 8.7% of employees working in the foodservice
industry experience food insecurity, meaning that they at some point during the survey
period lacked access to enough food for an active, healthy lifestyle. Approximately 5.4%
reported that they were unable to provide enough food for their children. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics estimated that 11.8 million people were employed in the foodservice
industry in 2016, thus approximately one million hospitality employees may have
experienced food insecurity at some point during the year, and nearly 634,000 may have
experienced food insecurity for their children.

If food ethics includes the value of enhanced living and human health and well-being,
then it is necessary to consider the standard of living of foodservice workers. The ethical
issues surrounding the treatment of foodservice workers can be approached from many
perspectives, and these questions may have different answers depending on one’s role in the
foodservice system, but the viewpoint of the employer is crucial. For a firm, it is difficult to
deal with ethical issues for two reasons. First, “issue equivocality” can occur if managers
have difficulty understanding the concerns they face, which makes it difficult to weigh
differing interpretations of an issue (Sonenshein, 2016). Second, given the legal and financial
requirement to focus on shareholder value, “issue illegitimacy” can occur if decision-makers
feel that addressing a social issue falls outside of the legitimate bounds of a firm’s activities
(Dougherty and Heller, 1994).

There is a social justice argument that firms should provide living wages sufficient to
allow employees to enjoy a reasonable standard of living (Alkon and Agyeman, 2011).
Likewise, neoliberal economic arguments can be made that markets set wage rates, and that
employers should not raise wages higher than themarket will bear (Thompson, 2015). These
conflicting viewpoints increase issue equivocality and issue illegitimacy among decision-
makers, often leading to inaction (Sonenshein, 2016). Innovative and creative approaches to
this dilemma are needed.

Research into the ethics of foodservice employment could focus on issue framing from a
managerial context. There are reasons to do so. Employee turnover in the US foodservice
industry was at 74.9% versus 48.9% for rest of the US private sector (NRA, 2019). When
does the treatment of employees become an issue worthy of the attention of foodservice
managers? How does the issue of “sustainability” translate to sustainability of the
foodservice labor pool? (Meuris and Leana, 2015). Are consumers aware of ethical issues in
foodservice employment? If not, why? If so, how do they react? Is there something unique
about foodservice employment that separates it from other low-wage, low-skill work, which
contributes to distinctive ethical dilemmas? Just as the sustainable foodservice system must
meet the safety, health and nutrition needs for consumers, it must also provide a livelihood
for farmers and employees, and a safe and hygienic workplace, that ensures vibrant local
economies and diversity (Reisch et al., 2013).



4.2 Ethics of nudging consumers
While many have called upon foodservice managers to serve healthier foods, this is all for
naught if healthy options go unpurchased. The promotion of behavioral change in
restaurants using standard economic instruments, such as labeling, tax and subsidies or
product differentiation has had limited effectiveness (Saulais, 2015). For example, initiatives
for mandatory calorie labeling on restaurants menus in the USA have had mixed results to
improve the healthiness of food choices (VanEpps et al., 2016).

Behavioral economics theories of individual decision-making have provided insights into
these limits, suggesting complementary approaches for the promotion of healthier and more
sustainable food choices and raising, in turn, new ethical questions for the foodservice
sector. Based on this view, choices that are immediate, frequent and repeated, such as food
choices, are not solely due to a utility-optimization program (as predicted by the standard
economic theory). Rather, consumers make decisional shortcuts (heuristics) that rely on the
way their choice task is defined (Schulte-Mecklenbeck et al., 2013; Grüne-Yanoff and
Hertwig, 2016). “Nudges” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2009) are based on this principle: small
changes in the environment of decision or “choice architecture” (e.g. display of choices in a
cafeteria, restaurant menu, etc.) are made by organizations to help individuals make choices
that are deemed beneficial.

Implementing nudges in foodservice settings raises a number of ethical issues
(Blumenthal-Barby and Burroughs, 2012). While Nudging implies the existence of an
optimal path, food choices also depend on the goal of the intervention. However,
interventions generally consider only one specific goal – for example, nutrition or
environment – but rarely take into account the aggregate impact on overall societal welfare,
such as personal independence to make choices (Engelen and Nys, 2020).

Nudging is also premised upon a very specific set of assumptions, i.e. that individuals
have a limited ability to make logical choices projected for future consequences. This
approach fails, however, to consider other possible components of utility, as well as social
influences on decision making, such as the motivations and goals of each individual and/or
the use of social intelligence (Barton and Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). Perhaps the most important
ethical question concerns the legitimacy of the goal-setter and their capacity to identify
rational choices for the consumer. Are policy-makers and/or foodservice professionals
entitled to make such decisions for consumers? If so, why would they be more immune to the
very biases they are trying to divert consumers from? Furthermore, evaluating the cost of
“opting out” option can receive further attention from nudge designers.

The second set of ethical questions relates to the targeting of nudges toward populations
whose consumption habits are potentially at risk. For instance, the Food Safety and Security
Authority of India (FSSAI, 2017) initiated the Eat Right India campaign to empower citizens
to make good choices and nudged the food industries to reformulate their products.
However, the overall efficiency of such nudges remains insufficiently demonstrated, largely
due to poor reproducibility of results and weak theoretical justifications (Johnson et al., 2012;
Szaszi et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2017). Individual motivations for healthy eating could thus
also play a role as a moderator in the effects of nudges. Furthermore, it is unclear whether
certain types of populations could be more sensitive to the use of certain types of heuristics
(Cadario and Chandon, 2020). Therefore, the efficiency of nudge interventions to target
intended groups is disputable, as is their absence of impact on non-targeted groups.

To design relevant, justifiable and acceptable nudges, the evaluation of costs and
benefits of nudges must be addressed thoroughly (Johnson et al., 2012) and compared with
other approaches, both at individual and societal levels. Furthermore, economic research
must better qualify the nature of rationality in food choices, provide stronger evidence of the
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links between context and the use of heuristics and acknowledge the specificities of global
foodservice contexts.

4.3 Ethics of constraints – time
Money, effort and time are essential resources for food choice and consumption (Sharma,
2020), yet resource constraints can burden the decision-making process – a reason why
nudges can change behavior. Therefore, convenience is a recurring theme in the food choice
and consumption literature (Pula et al., 2014) and the central issue related to convenience is
time, a factor that is now recognized for its importance in food choice and consumption
decisions (De Marchi et al., 2016). Time can be a self-imposed constraint; for instance,
choosing to eat out versus spending time cooking at home. In other food consumption
environments, time limits can be imposed on the decision, such as office lunch breaks or
school lunches. Furthermore, in certain instances, time constraints can be due to limitations
in design of physical environments (Sharma et al., 2017).

While workday meals necessitate further study in these contexts, school lunch time, in
particular, has attracted research attention due to the nature of risks associated with
detrimental impact on children’s health and well-being, and a forced imposition of time
constraints often due to operational inefficiencies. Conklin and Lambert (2001), for instance,
pointed out the importance of time spent by children in school lunch service lanes in the
context of a healthy eating environment for the children. Recent research shows that
students feel time-constrained during school lunches and that such constraints could impact
their food choices (Sharma et al., 2017). In a related study, Cohen et al. (2015) found that
students who had 20min or less were significantly less likely to pick a fruit to eat at lunch.
The students who had less (vs more) than 25minutes for lunch were also likely to consume
less of their entrée, milk and vegetables. Often policy can provide contradictory
recommendations for practitioners. As an example, while USDA guidelines require schools
to serve more fresh fruits and vegetables, however, students need more time to consume
such foods but guidelines do not make any specific recommendations for how much time
students must get for lunches.

Other studies have similarly found that mealtime allocated toward eating does impact
the food choices of adolescents (Videon and Manning, 2003). While changes to certain
processes can increase accessibility, process efficiency alone will not be sufficient (Sharma
et al., 2018). Foodservice businesses need also to consider how the physical design of the
facilities are either facilitating or impeding the food choice process. Food decisions need not
be trivialized compared to other competing needs for resources, whether monetary
investments or simply time and effort to reevaluate and recreate processes and physical
facilities.

Future research on this issue may benefit from adopting a contractual perspective by
considering these as agency relationships (Ross, 1973), requiring the agents (restaurants,
foodservice businesses) to act in good faith to ensure principals (consumers) can make
informed decisions (Sumner, 2013). Time is an important resource needed for food choice
and consumption. If time constraints are being imposed due to factors outside the control of
the individual, then those could be unjustified unless the individual is well informed to
counteract such resource constraints. Additional research is also needed to understand time
allocation across ages, gender and other demographic descriptors.

5.Well-being
Well-being is a difficult concept to define, yet one definition is the balance or equilibrium of
resources and challenges (Dodge et al., 2012). There needs to be a balance between resource



needs and a responsible relationship with the system from the perspective of different
stakeholders – needs of one may not be the same as of others (Helne and Hirvilammi, 2015;
Ares et al., 2016). Well-being as a balanced use of resources can be encapsulated in the
concept of sustainable development, as there exists a functional relationship between those
two concepts (Helne and Hirvilammi, 2015). Balanced and sustainable approaches in the
foodservice system could ensure broader well-being for stakeholders. However, this requires
action of both providers (restaurants and foodservice firms) and the consumers (Friedmann,
2007). Sustainable production practices can ensure broader well-being of the foodservice
system (Filimonau et al., 2017), such as restaurants demonstrating responsible actions
toward social issues and the environment, consumers having access to safe food (Kibret and
Abera, 2012) and responsible consumption that prevents both undernutrition and over-
nutrition (de Silva-Sanigorski et al., 2011). This section focuses on sustainability from the
perspective of production/distribution and foodservice businesses; and health and food
safety from the perspective of the consumer.

5.1 Sustainability in foodservice operations
For decades, sustainability was understood as the use or overuse of natural resources
(Hunter and Rinner, 2004). In recent years, however, researchers have increasingly
recognized that sustainability has multiple elements – economic, social and environmental
elements (Maloni and Brown, 2006). Effective sustainable practices are those that balance
these three elements (“pillars”) of sustainability for all stakeholders, holistically and
transcending geographic spaces (Gibson, 2006). Emphasizing only one aspect of
sustainability can easily lead to unintended outcomes.

Therefore, acknowledging the vast complexities of the food system is a critical first step
toward facilitating sustainability. The extant literature supports this view suggesting that
restaurant stakeholders are broadly motivated by perceived environmental, economic/
financial, social and health benefits (Gibson, 2006). Though there are perceived barriers
(typically costs) related to why restaurant operators and managers do not implement
sustainability practices (Chou et al., 2012), given the scale and scope of the restaurant
industry, the opportunities of positive impacts on the environment and the society are
immense. Restaurant industry sales, for instance, were $863bn in 2019, which represents 4%
of the US gross domestic product (NRA, 2019) and employs a significant share of the
workforce, specially the younger populations.

Employment practices that focus on minimum wage (discussed in a previous section),
working conditions and skill development can all ensure sustainable development of the
foodservice system. Another direct impact on collective sustainability of the system is the
trends associated with food consumption and food waste. The foodservice industry can take
leadership in balancing the demand for high energy density foods that can significantly
negatively impact the environment (Halloran et al., 2014) and also individual health (see next
section), with lower energy density plant-based diets.

Demand shifts in the foodservice industry can create the necessary incentives for
changes in the global food supply chains that will need to be closely monitored for
unintended consequences. There is, for example, a shift in demand toward seafood in
restaurants and other retail channels (Love et al., 2021). Even though fishing does not
contribute to greenhouse gasses, there are several aspects of the large fishing industry that
need reevaluation (Haas et al., 2019). While a shift to greater reliance on sustainable seafood
could be a positive dietary development, the foodservice system needs to remain alert and
engaged in demanding sustainable and responsible fishing practices. Food waste is another
area where the foodservice industry can exert greater vigilance (Bharucha, 2018). The
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industry has the potential to positively impact food waste by redesigning menu offerings,
recreating meal options and incorporating smart portioning and environmental design
features. We believe these are positive trends for the industry and policy-makers to facilitate
and enable behavioral change toward greater emphasis on sustainable practices.

5.2 Health, overnutrition and obesity
Food consumption directly impacts health and well-being on an individual level but also
collectively impacts society. For instance, the rising obesity epidemic is a global public
health concern. The World Health Organization (WHO) reports a worldwide prevalence of
1.3 billion overweight and 600 million obese individuals and 38 million obese children under
five years of age (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020). Developing countries present
“risk transition” characterized by economic, demographic and nutrition transition that
further raises concern over the intake of calorie-dense and ultra-processed foods (UPF)
among young adults (Monteiro et al., 2019; Popkin et al., 2012). Targeting certain global
markets has resulted in increased consumption of UPF and a subsequent increase in obesity
and non-communicable diseases in these regions (Baker and Friel, 2016).

As an example, in India, the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) IV reports a two-fold
or more increase in overnutrition in more than 20 States (India fact sheet, 2016). This
phenomenon coexists with an overall 35% of wasting (thinning) and 21% stunting among
children under 5 years of age. In many other developing countries, obesity is not restricted to
the affluent population; overweight and obesity is a common feature among middle and
lower-income groups. In these settings, poor health and underlying medical conditions,
along with changing lifestyles in adulthood, are factors that contribute to obesity (Pingali
et al., 2019). Some of the most significant contributors to the obesity epidemic in India, as in
many other developing countries, are the increased consumption of fast food and UPF, food
choice resulting from globalization and urbanization, socio-cultural causes such as the urge
to mimic affluent trends and peer pressure (d’Amour et al., 2020; Gupta et al., 2012).

Fast food restaurants use innovative marketing strategies to attract young consumers
(Keshari and Mishra, 2016), leading to increased consumption of energy-dense foods among
young adults and resulting in overnutrition (Gupta et al., 2012). In India, for instance, the
food balance sheet, together with epidemiological studies, have confirmed a substantial
increase in calorie intake from fat and animal-sources, often associated with a high body
mass index (BMI; Satija et al., 2015). This is due, at least in part, to the fat, sugar or salt
added to processed foods.

Fast food and UPFs are intertwined with one another. The typical fast-food menu
adopted in international contexts, such as in India, can offer the traditional (local) fast foods
and UPFs, along with sweetened sugar beverages. These products are available in
restaurants that are becoming increasingly accessible to young adults and school children.
Furthermore, this dietary trend, when combined with low physical activity, results in a
greater BMI (Gulati et al., 2013; Patel et al., 2018). A recent review of obesity among
teenagers from the Southeast Asian region identified the addition of extra salt, eating out
and eating while watching television as major contributing factors to obesity (Poobalan and
Aucott, 2016). Thus fast food restaurants and snacking culture have been identified as
environmental risks associated with obesity and overnutrition. Given the significant
proportion of food consumed outside our homes, the foodservice system will need to
recognize its responsibility to offer healthy meal choices to consumers as a norm rather than
a passing consumer trend.



5.3 Foodborne illness in foodservice operations
Another important issue in foodservice ethics is food safety. The literature related to food
safety includes many topics, from food microbiology to employee and managerial behavior.
Absent from these discussions is a focus on the ethical issues concerning food safety. In the
USA, statistics indicate 3,000 Americans will die each year from a foodborne-related illness
(Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 2018). Of all reported foodborne illnesses, 90% are
attributed to mistakes made in a foodservice operation (CDC, 2014).

The top three contributing factors for foodborne illness in the USA. and developing
countries are improper holding temperatures, poor personal hygiene and cross-
contamination, and have remained unchanged for years (Bean and Griffin, 1990; Kubde
et al., 2017). Individual practices within each of these areas often relate directly to food
handlers’ knowledge of food safety and the ethical choices that they make to follow the
recommended practice or not (Food and Drug Administration [FDA], 2010; Kwon et al., 2014;
Roberts et al., 2008; Roberts et al., 2011; Roberts et al., 2014; Yadav et al., 2015). In the
aggregate, results suggest that there is room for improvement in both employee and
managerial practices.

Foodservice providers, managers and employees represent the last line of defense for
customers or participants, all of whom depend on the industry to serve safe, wholesome
food. If proper practices are not followed and foodborne illness results, customers can fall
seriously ill or die. In both developed and developing nations, outbreaks of foodborne illness
among children who participated in school foodservices are often reported, which
underscores the need for strategies to prevent outbreak of infections (Lee and Greig, 2010).
In 2010, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) (2010) published the results of a trend
analysis of foodborne illness risk factors in selected foodservice operations. The report
compared results from their 1998 and 2008 observational studies. Fast food and full-service
restaurants and elementary schools showed a significant increase in the overall in-
compliance percentage from the 1998 baseline data to the 2008 data. Hospitals and nursing
homes, the two types of foodservice operations that serve those most susceptible to
foodborne illness, showed no significant increase (Food and Drug Administration [FDA],
2010).

Foodservice operations need to include a firm commitment to food safety in their mission
and ensure that the actions of managers and employees accurately reflect this mission.
Employees can be empowered and encouraged to report issues to managers, but once
reported, managers must be empathetic to employee concerns and act to resolve the issues.
Ethical decisions related to food safety must override other considerations, for example,
customer wait times, financial issues, lack of time and need for increasing financial
performance with undue considerations to consumers’ well-being. A holistic approach to
food safety such as ensuing a positive food safety climate is needed in foodservice
operations (de Andrade, Stedefeldt, Zanin, Zanetta and da Cunha, 2021).

Continued research related to the ethical choices made bymanagers and employees in the
food safety context is necessary and needs to focus on decision-making processes,
particularly targeted to sustain and motivate behavior change related to food safety
practices. Furthermore, research needs to explore strategies that will ensure a food safety
culture within the organization extend from top-level management to line employees.

6. Discussion
The purpose of this review paper was to provide an overview of moral perspectives related
to the foodservice system as a whole. We expanded the theoretical framework of ethical
decision-making, encompassing the principles of autonomy, well-being and justice
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(Mepham, 2000; Manning et al., 2006) to incorporate priority areas in the foodservice system
(Figure 2).

The domain of autonomy was explored through the lenses of supply chain and food
labeling/restaurant menus. This overview was focused on the need to ensure functional
association between stakeholders; and guidelines of ethical boundaries for local and global
supply chains based on comprehensive risk assessment. The second domain in the
framework linked priority areas such as foodservice employment, nudging consumers and
decision constraints (e.g. time) to the principle of justice. The well-being domain recognized
sustainable ethical practices, food safety, overnutrition and obesity as key areas for action.
Summary of these discussions are also presented in Table 1.

Foodservice represents a large and quickly growing share of the overall food system, yet
there exists relatively little research in this context in the domains of ethics; despite recent
evidence that incorporating ethics can positively impact market and eco-performance, and
potentially create a competitive advantage for foodservice businesses (Kim et al., 2018).

7. Future research implications
Below, we summarize what we believe to be the most promising questions for future inquiry
from the perspective of our ethical decision-making framework of autonomy, justice and
well-being for the foodservice system.

7.1 Autonomy
The ethical dimension of autonomy emphasizes the need to allow individuals to make
informed decisions for themselves. As we have demonstrated, many aspects of the
foodservice system have implications for individual autonomy. For example, future research
could investigate ways in which food safety and traceability information can be made
conveniently accessible for producers and consumers to allow informed food decisions. More

Figure 2.
Ethical decision-
making framework
for foodservice
system
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broadly, there is a need to better understand how the foodservice system addresses issues
related to transparency, and comprehensive supply chain risk assessment andmanagement.
How can foodservice firms ensure seamless transparency from farm to fork? Furthermore,
how can foodservice firms ensure sourcing food from global and local supply chains that
meet ethical social and environmental sustainability requirements?

Relatedly, how can information methods such as labels be enhanced to ensure
transparency of food content? While food labeling is an important part of ensuring
consumers’ informed decisions, we have reviewed literature suggesting that such labels are
often ignored, or at best misunderstood by a large number of the consumers they were
designed to assist. It is imperative that hospitality research provide evidence-based
solutions to the problems inherent in current food labeling systems to ensure producers and
consumers have the ability to make informed food decisions.

7.2 Justice
Justice encompasses a range of viewpoints related to equitable access to resources and the
normative obligation to provide fair treatment to people. Our review demonstrates that
several aspects of the foodservice system raise important issues with respect to justice. For
example, although research demonstrates that nudges can lead to “appropriate” behaviors,
such tactics may not be considered just when viewed in totality. Thus, there is a need to
understand the ethical boundaries around the use of nudges in foodservice environments.
Further research could consider how consumers react when they have been nudged and
discover such tactics.

Resource constraints on food decision-making can also be more comprehensively
explored in the literature, particularly addressing constraints of time and effort. While
research has focused on the consequences of time constraints (need for convenience),
the causes and source of time constraints remain less studied. As noted in our review, while
certain constraints can be self-imposed, ethical and moral questions arise when the
foodservice environment imposes those on the decision-maker. There needs to be a more
comprehensive assessment of these factors, all with a focus on ensuring a “just” process and
environment for food decisions.

Although efficiency has become a primary goal in the foodservice supply chain, the
fact that foodservice meets a basic human need implicates questions of justice and
ethics. For example, lean supply chains were significantly disrupted during the COVID-
19 pandemic, when shelves went empty and suppliers and restaurants found it difficult
to procure many necessary ingredients. Beyond pandemics and crises, the world faces
constant shocks from natural and man-made disasters and there is a need for
foodservice scholars to consider the ethical dimension of supply chain to ensure
equitable access to food around the globe. Future research must ask what are the
implications of financial risk mitigation strategies in the food system (such as capacity
reduction, network consolidation, distribution consolidation, increased efficiency and
inventory reduction) on consumer welfare?

While a significant portion of existing food and foodservice ethics research has focused
on organizational and consumer perspectives, we have used this review to highlight the
need to consider other stakeholders, perhaps most importantly foodservice workers. There
is a glaring need for research that investigates the effects of the foodservice employment
experience from an ethical perspective, and that asks questions such as how wages and
benefits of foodservice workers can be brought to par with those engaged in other economic
activities? In addition, given growing support for higher minimum wages in places such as
the USA and general focus on workers’ rights around the globe, there are significant

Principles of
foodservice

ethics



opportunities to investigate how fair treatment of employees may affect other stakeholders,
such as consumers (e.g. service experiences, brand loyalty, etc.) or organizations (e.g.
decreased employee withdrawal, customer loyalty, etc.). There also needs to be a better
understanding of what employees in foodservice consider to be ethical practices,
particularly organizational climate and ethics (Ali et al., 2019); and where do they believe are
the highest priorities for industry action and government/external interventions.

7.3 Well-being
This review argues that well-being, as comfort, health and/or happiness, deserves to be
treated more holistically in the foodservice ethics literature. Specifically, while the comfort,
health and happiness of customers is often considered in consumer-focused research in
foodservice, there has not been as much consideration of the well-being of employees, the
environment or customers from a health perspective. We also need to better understand
economically viable approaches that foodservice establishments can take toward ensuring
sustainable business practices, including the assurance of safe food, and employee and
consumer well-being?

More specifically, there is a need to increase research focus on the ways in which the
foodservice system may be promoting unhealthy behaviors such as overeating and leading
consumers to associated harmful outcomes such as obesity. While the foodservice industry
is not wholly to blame for the obesity crisis, given its importance in our daily eating habits,
the industry is perfectly positioned to have a significant impact on public health. Therefore,
there is a need to better elucidate the role of the foodservice system in recognizing and
responding to obesity as a growing public health crisis. More broadly, we need to
understand how the ways in which food is created, marketed and presented impacts public
health. Research that focuses on how the food choice environment impacts consumer well-
being, and that of the foodservice system as a whole, would provide important insights for
both the industry and society as a whole.

7.4 Ethical relativism versus universalism
This general review also presented international perspectives of interpreting ethical
challenges facing the foodservice system. Can there be a varied interpretations of
these issues in other international contexts that are non-US and non-Europe centric,
regions that are the source of majority of academic research? Cultural and social
influences can present dilemmas in ethical deliberations and have been noted in the
literature in context of food ethics (Al-Attar, 2017). The central interest in these
discussions is whether there needs to be clearly defined “absolute” global guidelines
for food ethics and foodservice ethics or whether these guidelines reflect the relative
social and cultural realities (Tangwa, 2004). There are both theoretical and practical
approaches that can be leveraged to remove such problems. A broad set of guidelines
can be identified that provide baseline minimal standards to avoid controversial and
prescriptive approaches (Tangwa, 2004). Then allowing choices and flexibility in
establishing “localized” guidelines could increase the likelihood of universal
acceptance of the essential idea of ensuring ethical standards in the foodservice
system.

8. Conclusion
Foodservice represents a large and quickly growing share of the overall food system, yet
there exists relatively little research into the foodservice system that is situated in the
domain of ethics. We undertook this general, descriptive review with the aim of highlighting



a number of aspects of the foodservice system that we believe require increasing and
sustained examination through research with an ethical and moral lens. To provide
guidance to future researchers, we have provided an overarching theoretical framework for
ethics in the foodservice industry based on the moral principles of autonomy, justice and
well-being. While we recognize that the areas of this general review are not exhaustive, that
was not our intent. Instead, we wished to highlight broad perspectives on this issue, and the
relative lack of such research in the hospitality literature, and to make a case for an
increased focus on foodservice ethics research and practice. We hope that this paper serves
only as a starting point for research that can have both conceptual and practical impact, and
which can help support the autonomy, justice and well-being of all stakeholders in the
foodservice system.
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