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Abstract

The sociology of service work has blossomed in the 10 years since Work and 
Occupations first published a special issue on this subject. This introductory 
essay chronicles developments and new debates around emotional labor, 
worker–customer relationships in the service triangle, and the nexus of gender 
and control in service work. Several neglected themes are highlighted, including 
the relationship between race and the organization of work on the shop floor, 
as well as a number of themes that were once prominent in industrial sociol-
ogy but which have fallen into relative neglect in the sociology of service work 
despite their continuing relevance.
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In their introduction to the August 2000 Work and Occupations special issue 
on service work, Holly McCammon and Larry Griffin observed that the sociol-
ogy of work had not taken sufficient notice of the rise of the service sector in 
American employment. Despite the fact that 80% of U.S. workers now labored 
in service occupations, they reported, only 3% (!) of all the articles published 
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by this journal during the 1980s and 1990s had focused explicitly on the service 
sector or on interactive service work involving customers or clients. McCammon 
and Griffin therefore called for greater attention to this kind of work, and, together 
with the contributors to that volume, they outlined a comprehensive research 
agenda focusing on the three key parties to the service triangle: managers, work-
ers, and customers. Ten years later, the current issue returns to take stock of how 
this field—still very much in its infancy in 2000—has developed.

In the past 10 years, of course, the shift toward a “postindustrial” society 
has only intensified. During a decade of stagnant job growth in which employ-
ment failed to keep pace with population growth, employment in “service-
sector” industries rose from 80% to 85% of total employment (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2009). Today, the American occupational structure can be roughly 
summarized as follows: Just under one-quarter of all employees now work in 
occupations devoted to the production, maintenance, repair, or transport of 
things; a little more than a fifth work in managerial or professional occupa-
tions; and more than half (54%, up from 52% in 2000) of all paid employees 
work in service occupations (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008). The triangular 
power relations between workers, managers, and clients or customers that 
McCammon and Griffin (2000) called attention to a decade ago thus dominate 
the experience of work more than ever.

Moreover, studies of service work are now as common as, or more common 
than, studies of manufacturing. In preparation for this review essay, I examined 
all 145 articles published in Work and Occupations from November 2000 to 
the end of 2009, and found that the 30 articles focusing on particular kinds of 
work were equally divided: 10 studies each of the service triangle, of profes-
sional work, and of manufacturing. And in compiling relevant articles and books 
for this review, I found over 100 high-quality articles published just in the last 
decade, in more than a dozen journals, on some aspect of the service triangle.

Other writers have commented on this burgeoning service work literature 
as well: Korczynski (2009), for example, recently compared articles from two 
time periods in Work, Employment and Society, the United Kingdom’s specialty 
journal in the sociology of work. In the first period (1987-1991), he found 
3.4 articles on manufacturing or manual work for every article on service 
occupations. In the second time period (2004-2008), the ratio had reversed to 
2.5 to 1 in favor of studies of service work. As Korczynski (2009) concludes, 
“Studies of service work have now become the empirical mainstream in the 
sociology of work” (p. 952).

So how can we take stock of recent developments in this increasingly central 
subfield of the sociology of work? There have been continued vibrant debates 
about the concept of emotional labor, the role and significance of customers 
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and clients in the three-way constellation of power, and the nexus between 
gender and power in service work. These debates have led to new conceptu-
alizations of emotion in service work; to a new focus on service work as the 
nexus of production and consumption; and work on the role of gender in the 
service labor process has expanded to include new ideas about aesthetic labor.

Beyond Emotional Labor?
Arlie Hochschild’s (1983) classic concept of emotional labor—the process 
through which interactive service workers align their emotional displays with 
managerially imposed “organizational feeling rules”—is hands-down the most 
influential idea to emerge from the sociology of service work. Indeed, Hochschild’s 
The Managed Heart continues to be cited far and wide as researchers continued 
to refine our empirical understanding of emotional labor and its importance for 
workers (see, e.g., Lively, 2002, on client contact among paralegals, Garot, 
2004, and Lewis, 2005, on emotion suppression among health care workers 
and social service workers, and Nixon, 2009, on unemployed blue collar men). 
Several recent studies have also explored emotional labor’s collective dimen-
sion (Seymour & Sandiford, 2005). Korczynski (2003) has coined the term 
communities of coping to refer to the way interactive service workers turn to 
one another to deal with the pain inflicted by irate customers.

But far from maturing into consensus, the debate over emotional labor 
remains surprisingly vibrant and unsettled (see Wharton, 2009, for a recent and 
detailed review of the terrain). While early critiques focused on the lack of 
attention to workers’ agency and the positive experience of emotional labor 
for many (Paules, 1991, 1996; Tolich, 1993; Wharton, 1993; Wouters, 1989), in 
the past decade, several new lines of criticism and theoretical development have 
emerged. Bolton and Boyd (2003) and Bolton (2005, 2009) take these criticisms 
further, emphasizing the irreducible autonomy and control that emotion workers 
exercise as owners of the means of production (Bolton & Boyd, 2003, p. 293), 
and the existence of “unmanaged spaces” in which workers perform emotion 
work outside managerial control, for purposes that may be tangential or even 
unrelated to organizational goals. Indeed, they argue, these processes may not 
even be part of the labor process at all (Bolton, 2009, p. 553).

Bolton and Boyd (2003) therefore propose a fourfold typology of emotion 
work, with Hochschild’s concept of emotional labor (retheorized as pecuniary 
emotion management: organizational feeling rules oriented toward profit) as 
one of their four types. This leaves room for other forms of emotion work: 
prescriptive emotion management concerns feeling rules oriented toward 
professional or occupational norms rather than profit; presentational emotion 
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management, representing the “basic socialized self” (p. 297), is oriented 
toward social norms that transcend the workplace; and philanthropic emotion 
management involves gifts of feeling or care not required by any social or 
organizational norms. A number of writers have found this typology to be a 
promising and useful way to incorporate the complex and contradictory nature 
of emotion management in service work (Lewis, 2005; Lynch, 2007; McClure 
& Murphy, 2007; O’Donohoe & Turley, 2006; Simpson, 2007).

Some of my own work (Lopez, 2006) attempts a different sort of retheoriza-
tion. I was bothered by the limitations of the concept of emotional labor as it 
applied to nonprofit nursing home care work. On the one hand, it was clear that 
emotional labor as Hochschild defined it was part of the story, and these pro-
cesses predominated in one of the three nursing homes I studied. But in the 
other two homes, to varying degrees, I saw evidence of positive managerial 
support for emotional authenticity and relationship building, without rules 
instructing care workers how to feel. I concluded that coercively requiring 
emotional labor was not the only way that organizations could manage emotion, 
and I proposed a continuum with coercive emotional labor at one end, and what 
I called “organized emotional care”—in which bureaucratic rules and procedures 
are oriented toward supporting relationships without imposing feeling rules—at 
the other.

In the face of such attempts to theorize emotions in service work in ways 
that move “beyond” Hochschild’s concept of emotional labor, Paul Brook 
(2009) offers a spirited if critical defense of the original concept. Brook argues 
that if Hochschild goes too far in saying that the feelings and selves of emo-
tional laborers no longer belong to them but to their employers, Bolton goes 
too far in asserting that the feelings and selves of emotional laborers belong 
exclusively to them. For Brook, the fact that the emotional skills of airline 
flight crews cannot be fully expropriated from them is not so different from 
the impossibility of completely expropriating the tacit mechanical skills of 
say, skilled machine repair workers. In both cases, the worker brings to the 
labor process skills that cannot be fully expropriated; in both cases these skills 
are forces of production comprising only part of the means of production. 
Therefore, even as Brook appreciates the value of Bolton’s distinctions among 
various kinds of feeling rules, he insists that we should continue to see work-
ers’ presentational, prescriptive, and even philanthropic emotion work as part 
of the contradictory process of emotional labor rather than as something poten-
tially “private” that exists outside of it.

This is an attractive argument: After all, the literature on factory work too 
is replete with examples of manual workers doing work that is not required—for 
all kinds of reasons, including the satisfaction of their own sense of craft or 
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masculinity, or to win at shop-floor games, or because they fall in love with 
their machines (see, e.g., Hamper’s, 1992, account of his complex emotional 
relationship with the rivets he drives home), or even as gifts to their employer 
(see, e.g., Gouldner’s, 1954, analysis of the reciprocity contained in what he 
called the “indulgency pattern). Such “voluntary” efforts by manual workers 
are not generally seen as something “outside” the labor process—on the contrary, 
numerous analyses have shown how management actually depends on such 
unofficial efforts to get the work out—and so it may also be in service work.

Thus, nearly three decades after the publication of The Managed Heart, 
there are still fundamental disagreements about what constitutes emotional 
labor, the relationship between physical and emotional labor, and more broadly 
how to understand the various kinds of emotion work that service workers 
perform on the job. Indeed, whereas in Lopez (2006), I argued that a narrow, 
tightly specified version of Hochschild’s original concept, supplemented by 
other carefully specified concepts, was preferable to allowing the concept of 
emotional labor to expand so that it accommodates everything, Brook cogently 
articulates a compelling and challenging case for the opposite view.

Worker–Customer Relationships 
in the Service Triangle
Alongside these ongoing arguments over emotional labor is an overlapping but 
broader set of debates about the status of the customer in the service triangle. 
Robin Leidner’s (1993, 1996) notion of three-way interest alliances made a key 
contribution by reframing the client or customer as not simply an antagonist but 
also as potential ally of workers and of managers. The complex play of interests 
in the service triangle means that in some situations, the interests of workers and 
customers align together against those of managers. In others, managers and 
customers’ interests may align against workers; equally, there are situations in 
which the interests of managers and workers align in the direction of exerting 
control over customers. Leidner’s interest-alliances framework is now central to 
the sociology of service work and continues to be extended and developed. Rosen-
thal (2004), for example, shows how management control is a resource for workers 
as they engage with customers. Workers’ agency, in other words, is not achieved 
only outside of management control but also through its channels. Similarly, 
Gamble (2007) revisits the idea of customer control over service workers, finding 
that while customers do exert direct control, the rhetoric of the customer also 
proves to be a resource for workers in their conflicts with managers.

But Leidner’s view of interest alliances in service work as situational and 
shifting may obscure to some extent the more abiding patterns of interest 
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conflicts and power within the service triangle. Korczynski’s (2002, 2004, 2007) 
concept of the “customer-oriented bureaucracy” is an important attempt to 
theorize these patterns. Korczynski observes that customer-oriented bureaucra-
cies must manage the conflicting logics of price/efficiency on one hand, and 
quality of customer service on the other. The logic of efficiency leads, for 
example, to a finely subdivided division of labor—but this undercuts the experi-
ence of service quality by making customers feel as if they are being passed 
along a “metaphorical assembly line” (Korczynski, 2007, p. 578). Thus, the irate 
customer is an abiding feature of the customer-oriented bureaucracy, and at least 
some bullying by customers has structural roots (see Bishop & Hoel, 2008).

More recently, Korczynski (2009) has suggested that the question of whether 
interactions with customers are experienced by workers as alienating or fulfill-
ing may be theorized as a function of three dimensions of the customer–worker 
relationship. When the emotional content of the relationship is instrumental or 
market driven, when customers have more power than workers, and they meet 
in one-off service encounters, these interactions are experienced by workers as 
highly alienating. But when the relationship is caring rather than instrumental; 
when workers and customers have relatively equal power; and when the service 
interaction is part of an ongoing relationship, worker–customer relations are 
likely to be experienced as fulfilling. This is a compelling attempt to theorize 
the character of worker–customer interactions, although it must be observed 
that of course workers, in some kinds of situations, may be more powerful than 
their customers or clients. This is particularly true for workers who care for 
vulnerable clients or patients and for various kinds of “street-level bureaucrats” 
(Lipsky, 1980).

Indeed, the degree of inequality between service workers and their customers 
or clients is a dimension of the worker customer relationship that has received 
sustained recent attention. An important stream of work examines the social 
embeddedness of the customer in status hierarchies external to the labor process; 
their consequences for regimes of labor control; and not least, the way that 
worker–customer interactions are actually constitutive of status hierarchies 
themselves. Sherman’s (2005, 2007) study of luxury hotels in San Francisco 
explores how class differences between low-waged workers and extremely 
wealthy customers shape the labor process. She poses as a puzzle the question 
of why such workers display so little resentment of the vast gulf in status and 
power between themselves and their upper-class guests, and shows how they 
normalize these extreme status differences via shop-floor games (Burawoy, 
1979) and by performing what Michelle Lamont and others have called “bound-
ary work.” These strategies allow them to position themselves as the equals or 
superiors in various ways to those they serve, thus salvaging their dignity at 
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the expense of any potential class-based solidarity. Amy Hanser’s (2007, 2008) 
study of retail work in China emphasizes the normalization of inequality in that 
rapidly changing country. Rather than viewing class status as an exogenous 
variable, Hanser emphasizes retail work as “distinction work” in which recogni-
tion of customers’ class status is actually bestowed on them—or denied—by 
workers in the service interaction itself. Similarly, Williams’s (2006) study of 
two American chain toy stores examines how firms’ pursuit of specific market 
niches—upper-middle-class customers seeking “boutique” shopping experience 
in one case, and (ideally) middle-class customers seeking low prices in the other 
case—shape the labor process. Interestingly, Williams finds that the abusiveness 
of the “irate customer” is largely a function of the sense of entitlement bestowed 
on the “right” kind of customer by management; middle-class White women, 
she writes, nearly always get what they want (returns, exchanges, refunds), 
whereas other kinds of customers do not. And Otis’s (2008) study of two luxury 
hotels in China makes a related argument, emphasizing the consequences of 
different consumer markets for shop-floor labor processes.

While the research programs just outlined concentrate on the effects of 
triangular power relations on the dynamics of the labor process, another 
current of labor research moves out from the shop floor to consider worker–
consumer alliances in service workers’ labor struggles. Beginning in the 1990s, 
U.S. research on the Service Employees International Union’s (SEIU) Justice 
for Janitors movement (Johnston, 1994; Waldinger et al., 1998) emphasized 
how the SEIU mobilized consumers (i.e., building tenants) to put pressure on 
contractors hired by building owners. In the past decade and a half, these early 
innovations have become standard tactics by which American service-sector 
unions build power for workers. For example, Lopez (2004) analyzes how the 
SEIU mobilizes families of nursing home residents on behalf of labor struggles 
involving both public and private nursing home workers; Rhee and Zabin (2009) 
argue that coalition building with consumers has been part of a successful 
“scale-jumping” strategy for organizing low-wage, geographically dispersed 
child care and home care workers. Indeed, recent research (Martin 2008) sug-
gests that such nontraditional pressure strategies involving coalitions that include 
workers’ clients and customers have been more effective than organizing under 
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB).

These kinds of coalition-building strategies are hardly limited to the United 
States or the West. As Chun (2005) details, janitors’ unionization struggles in 
South Korea, like those in the United States, involve “shaming rituals” as 
“public dramas” (p. 488) in which support from consumers (and broader pub-
lics) helps to delegitimize poverty wages. Nor, of course, are worker–consumer 
labor coalitions limited to the “service” occupations: As Ross (2008) points 
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out, consumer-oriented labor campaigns have a long history, including the 
United Farm Workers’ successful grape boycott in the 1960s, the International 
Ladies Garment Workers’ Union’s “Look for the Union Label” campaign in 
the 1960s and 1960s, and others. In this light, the contemporary antisweatshop 
movement (Armbruster-Sandoval, 2005; Esbenshade, 2008) can be seen as part 
of a larger pattern of triangular power relations involving workers, employers, 
and consumers in noninteractive service industries. Given this, it is perhaps 
somewhat surprising that discussions of the shop-floor “service triangle” have 
been so divorced from this larger context of power relations and conflict.

Gender and Control on the Shop Floor: 
Aesthetic Labor as a New Paradigm?
Gender, of course, has been conceived as central to service work from the very 
beginning. Hochschild (1983) emphasized that it is almost always women who 
are called upon to be “nice” to customers. Leidner (1993) argued that service 
workers are “doing gender on the job (p. 197) and that, while “the gender 
designation of a particular job is quite plastic . . . the association with manliness 
serves to elevate the work itself” (p. 209). And analyses of care work in the 
1990s also emphasized the extent to which employers mobilized what Diamond 
(1992) called “mothers’ wit” (p. 17).

In the past decade, research on the role of gender in the service labor process 
has continued apace. Both Otis (2008) and Pettinger (2005), for example, show 
how retail workers enact different kinds of “feminine performance” depending 
on the “brand strategies” of their employers (Pettinger, 2005, p. 460). Forseth’s 
(2005) study of bank tellers in Norway disentangles the various gendered roles—
servant, mother, daughter—thrust onto female service workers, and argues that 
service interactions always have a “gendered subtext” (p. 443). Moreover, she 
argues, gender identities act as “status shields,” deflecting the attention of irate 
customers from the organization onto the worker as a gendered person: Irate 
customers cast female workers as bitches, old biddies, and so on.

England (2005) provides an important review and assessment of recent 
research on the devaluation of care work as women’s work. She comments 
that it is difficult to adjudicate empirically between the devaluation hypothesis 
and the favored explanation of neoclassical economists that the intrinsic rewards 
of care work lead care workers to accept lower wages. “Because neither the 
tastes of the marginal worker nor employers’ processes of devaluation are 
observed,” England observes, “empirical evidence cannot adjudicate between 
the two views” (p. 390). Findlay, Findlay, and Stewart (2009) make an important 
contribution to this debate by examining the organizational processes through 

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


Lopez 259

which devaluation of women’s work actually happens in the labor process. 
Noting that very little research on gender pay inequities actually examine such 
processes, they detail precisely how “gendered constructions of caring skills” 
(p. 422) affect employer evaluations and rewards of child care work.

Another emerging theme related to gender and the service triangle has to 
do with the relationship between masculinities and interactive service work. 
Simpson (2004, 2007) details several techniques deployed by such men to 
reposition their work as consistent with their masculinity: They relabel their 
jobs to make them sound more “masculine”; they emphasize the contents of 
their work most consistent with their understanding of masculinity; and they 
emphasize their own attributes as men that make them especially good at their 
jobs (as opposed to the women they work with). Relatedly, Erickson and 
Pierce’s (2005) comparative study of paralegals and restaurant servers explores 
what they call “gendered narratives of loyalty” (p. 293). They identify a femi-
nized narrative of investment which “entails a sense of ownership in the service 
process” and contrast this to a masculinist narrative of detachment in which 
“the job is ‘just a job’” and personal attachments are minimized (p. 293). Echo-
ing a longstanding theme, they note that what they call the “feminization of 
loyalty” opens the door to exploitation.

On the other hand, Christine Williams (2006) finds that masculinities can 
equally be exploited in service work: she observes how the toy stores she studies 
“exploited young men’s insecurity in their masculinity” by having them in effect 
prove their manliness through hard physical labor and heavy lifting (p. 62). 
Similarly, Bishop, Cassell, and Hoel (2009) find that male bus drivers under-
report cases of abusive customers, taking on (and suffering from) additional 
job stress because their masculine work identities hinge on their ability to 
“handle it, handle ourselves” (p. 15).

One particularly interesting debate in this area concerns the use of sexualized 
banter on the job as a control strategy. Brannan (2005), for example, shows 
how what he calls “pseudo-sexualized client relations” are encouraged by 
managers and team leaders in a call center where repeat contacts with the same 
clients are common; male and female workers are paired with clients of the 
opposite sex and encouraged to take on subtly different strategies for mobilizing 
their sexuality on behalf of the organization. These differences have different 
consequences for male and female workers—men generally enjoy the sexual-
ized atmosphere of the firm, whereas women experience it as oppressive. But 
Lerum (2004), based on a study of restaurant workers in two settings, argues 
that sexual banter at work is not automatically demeaning or exploitative of 
women; although this is often indeed the case, sexual banter can also function 
as a solidarity-building mechanism for building cross-gender camaraderie on 
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the job. For her, the meaning of sexualized banter is not monolithic and depends 
on the specific features of workplace culture.

The concept of aesthetic labor (Nickson, Warhurst, Witz, & Cullen, 2001; 
Warhurst, Nickson, Witz, & Cullen, 2000; Witz, Warhurst, & Nickson, 2003) 
offers a way to understand the somatic, embodied nature of gendered (and 
sexualized) performances in service work, as well as a way of understanding 
how these processes are linked to corporate market strategies. Aesthetic labor 
refers to “the mobilization, development and commodification of embodied 
[Bourdieuian] dispositions’ (p. 37). As such, it relies on the entire collection 
of “embodied capacities” (Warhurst et al., 2000) that workers bring with them 
to the service interaction. Aesthetic labor is thus broader than emotional labor. 
It is not simply the ability to emote or display emotions that is at issue. Rather, 
it refers to the manner in which workers draw on cultural dispositions in order 
to create service interactions with a recognizable—and often even 
branded—style.

The kinds of things that make workers “the right kind of people for the job” 
(Warhurst et al., 2000, p. 3) are thus broader than the personality traits emphasized 
by early theorists of service work. Workers must embody the styles—physical 
appearance, the right kind of speech, dress, posture, gestures—that employers 
seek to brand. For example, employers can sell different variations of “sexy,” 
“cool,” “geeky,” and many other cultural styles; workers perform aesthetic labor 
when they enact these styles for a wage. In the process, workers become “human 
hardware,” the “embodiment of the organization’s identity” (Witz et al., 2003, 
p. 43). And crucially, it is not simply a matter of selection on these dimensions; 
employers also seek to mould workers aesthetically after the hire:

It is not what they look like, but the look they have about them. It is not 
how they are; it is how they could be that provides the basis of the induc-
tion programme that employees undergo once they have been selected. 
(p. 49)

These aesthetics are necessarily gendered (not to mention raced and classed): 
For example, Pettinger (2004) observes that branding strategies involving aes-
thetic labor are part of the process through which clothing retailers are stratified 
by age, class, and “lifestyle” (p. 166). She compares three such retailers in the 
UK: “Distinction,” a brand revolving around “top end style and quality,” whose 
workers embody a “professional working woman” (p. 178) aesthetic; “Cheap 
Chic,” a retailer of young women’s clothing whose workers embody a specifi-
cally “working-class femininity” (p. 178); and “Fashion Junction,” a boutique 
“aspirational lifestyle brand” (p. 172) whose workers model the clothes they 
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sell, thus appearing “as a consumer as well as a worker, signaling what is fash-
ionable to customers, and how they might look in the ‘right’ clothes” (p. 178).

So far, empirical research on aesthetic labor has examined mostly female-
dominated service occupations: hospitality work (Warhurst et al., 2000; Witz 
et al., 2003); clothing retail (Pettinger, 2004, 2005; Warhurst, 2007); female 
theater performers (Dean, 2005); fashion modeling (Entwistle & Wissinger, 
2006); aerobics instructors (Felstead, 2007); and hairdressing (Chugh & 
Hancock, 2009). As yet there is little research on masculinities in aesthetic 
labor, but service employers—such as Best Buy’s “Geek Squad” brand—clearly 
trade on “male” aesthetics as well. It is also not yet clear whether or how this 
concept should be applied to care work: Is there an “aesthetic” of care, in which 
workers are selected on their ability to enact “caring” styles in body language, 
manner of speech, and physical interactions in “body work” (Wolkowitz, 2002)?

Neglected Themes
Race and the Labor Process

Vallas (2003) called attention to the fact that the sociology of work has not paid 
enough attention to the role of race in shaping the labor process. The sociology 
of service work also suffers from this problem. Although there are numerous 
studies of racial job segregation and racial discrimination in hiring, firing, and 
promotion, there have been very few attempts to explore how race actually 
shapes the organization of work in the service labor process.

Most of the (relatively few) studies that do examine the role of race on the 
shop floor focus mainly on its role in determining who does which jobs, and 
documenting disparate treatment of workers (and customers) by race. Williams 
(2006) is an exemplary study in this respect; her analysis of toy store work 
explores in detail how and why different jobs within the stores are race-typed 
as well as gender-typed, and she also demonstrates convincingly that workers’ 
race shapes their treatment by customers, whereas customers’ race shapes their 
treatment by store managers. These are important findings. But we also need 
to know how the race of a particular labor force within a racially segregated 
labor market shapes the organization of the labor process itself. These processes 
are difficult to study and therefore remain elusive.

Jeff Sallaz’s The Labor of Luck (2009) is one recent study illustrating how 
such processes can be studied. The key is Sallaz’s cross-national ethnographic 
comparison of blackjack dealers in two nearly identical workplaces: a casino 
in Las Vegas and a physically identical casino in South Africa that was intended 
as a carbon copy (so much so that managers in the South African casino boasted 
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that one could not tell which casino was which from photographs). Sallaz’s 
puzzle is why nonunion dealers in the Las Vegas casino are permitted to play 
a game of “making tips” in which managerial surveillance is relaxed and rule-
breaking tolerated, whereas unionized dealers in the South African casino are 
forbidden from accepting tips, subjected to rigid Taylorization (in the form of 
dealing machines) and monitored with strict, inflexible surveillance. In both 
cases, the workforces are non-White (or largely so), and the clientele mostly 
White. The jobs are the same, but the organization of work radically different. 
As a result, tipping customers in Las Vegas receive solicitous customer service 
(and, so long as they are “low-rollers,” even illicit help from dealers); in South 
Africa, workers are forced to play a game of “effacement” and customer service 
is robotic.

The difference, Sallaz shows, stems from the different histories of demands 
for affirmative action in the two countries. In Nevada, casino owners were able 
to deflect demands for racial justice in hiring by outsourcing hiring to profes-
sionalized “dealing schools” that continued to informally screen out Black appli-
cants, while “complying” with affirmative action by hiring more Asians and 
Latino workers. Having successfully avoided hiring Black dealers in any num-
bers, managers treat their new work force as honorary White, views them as 
basically trustworthy, and it is this racial solidarity that underwrites the manage-
rial willingness to permit an informal effort bargain in the game of “making 
tips.” In the new post-apartheid South Africa, by contrast, casino owners were 
unable to deflect demands that they hire Black South Africans. Most dealers are 
now so-called “township Blacks,” and management neither accepts nor trusts 
this workforce. Even though, as Sallaz demonstrates, managerial attitudes toward 
the new work force are economically irrational, the managerial inability to view 
its new workforce as legitimate or trustworthy leads to strict and unrelenting 
Taylorism and surveillance—despite the negative effects on customer service.

Sallaz’s research strategy—comparing the organization of work in very 
similar settings with racially different work forces and then tracing the institu-
tional history of the respective labor markets—is a strong one, pointing the way 
forward for a wave of research on this topic.

Neglected Continuities With Industrial Sociology
For the past two decades, the sociology of service work has been focused on 
elaborating the implications of the relevance of the customer or client to the 
labor process. In the process however, some core questions borne in the factory 
have been a bit neglected.
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First, the materiality of service work has been underemphasized. As noted, 
the notion of aesthetic labor, with its attention to the corporeal embodiment of 
the service worker, is an explicit reaction against the dominance of the emotional 
labor debate. Work involving customers is not simply about feeling, it is a 
physically constituted social reality involving interacting bodies—a point origi-
nally emphasized by Hochschild herself, but somewhat lost in the debate over 
emotional labor since then. But although the idea of aesthetic labor is an impor-
tant step toward recognizing the materiality of service work, there is more to 
be done in this direction. Kang (2003), Stein (2007), and Wolkowitz (2002) 
observe that many kinds of interactive service and care work involve working 
on the bodies of the client or customer. The corporeal aspects of what they call 
“body work” need to be more centrally integrated into the sociology of service 
work. Moreover, as Pettinger (2006) points out, much interactive service work 
involving customers also involves material objects, and the sociology of service 
work has neglected attending to this part of the service labor process—assuming 
that in its material aspects it is no different from work involving things.

Second, a limitation of the idea of the service triangle, at least as it has 
developed so far, is that attention to relations among the three actors has tended 
to obscure the complexity of relations within each pole. These are not unitary 
actors, and relations between customers, between coworkers, and between 
different layers of management are often complex. The older industrial sociol-
ogy attended more carefully to relations between shop management and upper 
management and to the horizontal relations among coworkers that were seen 
as constitutive of consent or resistance. In the sociology of service work, the 
worker–customer relationship has to some extent been conceived too narrowly, 
as a dyad, with coworkers receding into the analytical background. A number 
of studies have dealt with coworkers in passing or for other purposes (see, e.g., 
Bakker, Emmerik, & Euwema, 2006 on emotional contagion and burnout in 
work teams) but too few studies have examined the role of horizontal relations 
among coworkers in the interplay between formal and informal work procedures, 
contested or sanctioned rule-breaking, and the like (see Lerum, 2004; Sandiford 
& Seymour, 2007; and Sherman, 2005, for exceptions). So far too, studies of 
service work have entirely neglected to examine conflicts between local and 
upper management, or to explore the possibility of complex alliances involving 
local actors (including local managers, workers, and customers) against remote 
upper-managerial authorities.

Related to this—and surprisingly given that McCammon and Griffin (2000) 
explicitly raised the issue ten years ago in their introduction to the first Work 
and Occupations special issue on service work—the concept of shop-floor games 
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that assumed such a central role in analyses of conflict and consent in studies 
of manufacturing has been almost entirely neglected in the sociology of service 
work. Indeed, there are only two exceptions that I know of: Jeff Sallaz’s The 
Labor of Luck (2009) and Rachel Sherman’s Class Acts (2007). These are both 
exemplary analyses, showing how in service work, the customer takes the place 
of the machine as the source of unpredictability in shop-floor games. Yet by 
viewing the customer or client as the source of unpredictability rather than seeing 
them as players in their own right, neither of these books really take up the 
question raised by McCammon and Griffin 10 years ago: whether and how the 
kinds of games service workers play with their customers are different from the 
kinds of games production workers play with their machines. In particular, it 
seems to me that in addition to material wins like tips, free time, and so on, 
successful social interaction with the customer can itself be a kind of “win”—that 
is, a desired outcome that can constitute the object of games, and I do not think 
that the implications of this possibility have been explored yet.

The Current Special Issue
This special issue presents six articles whose examinations of the service 
triangle are at the cutting edge of current knowledge and debates. The first 
three push on the concept of the service triangle itself in various ways. Ana 
Villareal’s “The Bus Owner, the Bus Driver, and His Lover: Gendered Class 
Struggle in the Service Work” unites the study of shop-floor power relations 
with the broader sociology of class struggle. Villareal’s case study of a dra-
matically escalating, back-and-forth struggle over pilfering focuses on the way 
bus drivers pilfer to generate illicit income to support mistresses and second 
families. They are thus not interested in regular wage increases! And their 
lovers become important actors in what Villareal terms a gendered class strug-
gle. Villareal’s analysis of this struggle shows how the very organization of 
the struggle against employers reinforces traditional gender roles both within 
and outside the workplace.

Jeff Sallaz’s “Service Labor and Symbolic Power: On Putting Bourdieu to 
Work” argues that Bourdieu’s concept of “nomination struggles” allows us to 
study service work from a new angle. Drawing on new material from his study 
of South African casino work, Sallaz shows how and why South African casino 
managers refuse to allow that Black casino workers perform “service” at all; 
they see the very idea that the Black South Africans they view with contempt 
could be relied on to provide good service as absurd. On the other side, Sallaz 
writes movingly of workers’ symbolic struggle to have their work recognized 
as service work and given the status they believe it deserves. Sallaz effectively 
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outlines a social-constructionist approach to the study of service work, one 
which bypasses definitional difficulties to study the significance of definitional 
struggles on the shop floor.

And Sean O’Riain’s “The Missing Customer and the Ever-Present Market: 
Software Developers and the Service Economy” expands our notion of the 
service triangle in a different way. O’Riain challenges the boundaries conven-
tionally constructed around the service triangle. First, he demonstrates via his 
notion of the “abstract customer” that the customer or client need not be physi-
cally or interactionally present in order to play a role in the labor process. 
Instead, he shows how the interests of customers and end-users are represented 
on the shop floor in globalized post-Fordist production work. Second, his analy-
sis calls into question the common but ultimately rather arbitrary distinction 
between “service work,” which is taken to involve low-waged workers in the 
“emotional proletariat” (Macdonald & Sirianni, 1996, p. 3), and professional 
work. O’Riain’s article raises the intriguing possibility that what has generally 
been conceived rather narrowly as the “service triangle” may—by virtue of 
changes in the organization of both professional and production work—have 
much broader applicability.

The second group of articles in this special issue fills important gaps in cur-
rent empirical knowledge about the service triangle and make cutting-edge 
theoretical and conceptual contributions as well. Christine Williams and 
Catherine Connell’s “‘Looking Good and Sounding Right’: Aesthetic Labor 
and Social Inequality in the Retail Industry” addresses itself to a crucial puzzle 
involving high-end retail. Employers in this sector seek employees with a 
middle-class habitus, who possess the sort of cultural capital that allows them 
to look and sound “right” for their high-end brands. At the same time, however, 
these employers rarely offer anything like a middle-class wage or benefits. Why 
do workers consent to such terms? In this article, Williams and Connell show 
how employers in this sector appeal to workers not as workers, but as consum-
ers, by seeking to hire people for whom the desire to associate themselves with 
the brand’s upwardly-mobile aesthetic is stronger than the desire to actually 
earn middle-class wages. Williams and Connell explore not only how this labor 
market strategy relegitimates racial job segregation and discrimination, but also 
how these workers, once hired, experience the contradiction between their 
middle-class cultural capital and the actual conditions of highly Taylorized, 
low-waged retail work.

Sharon Bolton and Maeve Houlihan’s “Bermuda Revisited? Management 
Power and Powerlessness in the Worker–Manager–Customer Triangle” focuses 
on the figure of the front-line service manager, whose neglect in the literature 
is noted above. Adapting Kanter’s (1979) classic notion of power failures in 
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management circuits, Bolton and Houlihan elaborate three dimensions of 
powerlessness experienced by these managers. Although they are responsible 
for the success of the service interaction and are often called upon to intervene 
to solve problems, their ability to do so is constrained by lack of control over 
their supply chain; lack of access to crucial information held by superiors; 
and lack of support from above for decision making at the point of service. 
Their analysis complicates our picture of the service triangle: Once “man-
agement” is no longer conceived as a monolithic entity, more complex alli-
ances are conceivable, with front-line managers potentially colluding with 
workers and/or customers to subvert rules promulgated by upper 
management.

And last here but by no means least, Marek Korczynski and Ken Brown’s 
“When Caring and Surveillance Technology Meet: Organizational Commitment 
and Discretionary Effort in Home Care Work” examines another important 
topic: the introduction of surveillance technology in geographically distributed 
home care work. They take a multimethod approach to investigate the effects 
of one such an attempt. Their survey results show that workers who believe 
they go the extra mile (i.e., report the most “discretionary effort”) view the IT 
surveillance system most negatively, as evidence that management doesn’t trust 
them and as interference with their ability give good care. Qualitative interviews 
with managers confirm that the new technology was indeed introduced with 
the expectation of increased efficiency and work intensification. Korczynski 
and Brown thus show how the technological imposition of a logic of efficiency 
runs counter to the logic of caring human relationships; there may be “slack” 
in the system but this actually is part and parcel of the flexibility required to 
provide meaningful care.

These six articles exemplify the best of the burgeoning and vibrant literature 
on triangular power relations involving workers, managers, and customers. 
But they go beyond that. Taken together, they suggest that perhaps it is time 
to consider the so-called “service triangle” as central to the sociology of work, 
full stop.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no conflicts of interest with respect to the authorship and/or 
publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research and/or authorship of this 
article.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


Lopez 267

References

Armbruster-Sandoval, R. (2005). Workers of the world unite? The contemporary anti-
sweatshop movement and the struggle for social justice in the Americas. Work and 
Occupations, 32, 464-485.

Bakker, A., Emmerick, H., & Euwema, M. (2006). Crossover of burnout and engage-
ment in work teams. Work and Occupations, 33, 464-489.

Bishop, V., Cassell, C., & Hoel, H. (2009). Preserving masculinity in service work: 
An exploration of the under-reporting of customer anti-social behavior. Human 
Relations, 62, 5-25.

Bishop, V., & Hoel, H. (2008). The customer is always right? Exploring the concept 
of customer bullying in the British Employment Service. Journal of Consumer 
Culture, 8, 341-367.

Bolton, S. (2005). Emotion management in the workplace. Basingstoke, England: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Bolton, S. (2009). Getting to the heart of the emotional labour process: A reply to Brook. 
Work, Employment and Society, 23, 549-560.

Bolton, S., & Boyd, C. (2003). Trolley dolly or skilled emotion manager? Moving on 
from Hochschild’s Managed Heart. Work, Employment and Society, 17, 289-308.

Brannan, M. (2005). Once more with feeling: Ethnographic reflections on the mediation 
of tension in a small team of call centre workers. Gender, Work & Organization, 12, 
420-439.

Brook, P. (2009). In critical defense of ‘emotional labour’: Refuting Bolton’s critique 
of Hochschild’s concept. Work, Employment and Society, 23, 531-548.

Burawoy, M. (1979). Manufacturing consent: Changes in the labor process under 
monopoly capitalism. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2008). May 2008 occupational employment and wage 
estimates. National cross-industry estimates. Retrieved from ftp://ftp.bls.gov/pub/
special.requests/oes/oesm08nat.zip

Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2009). The employment situation—August 2009. BLS 
News Bulletin. Retrieved from http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit 
_09042009.pdf

Chugh, S., & Hancock, P. (2009). Networks of aestheticization: The architecture, arte-
facts and embodiment of hairdressing salons. Work, Employment and Society, 23, 
460-476.

Chun, J. (2005). Public dramas and the politics of justice: Comparison of janitors’ union 
struggles in South Korea and the United States. Work and Occupations, 32, 486-503.

Dean, D. (2005). Recruiting a self: Women performers and aesthetic labour. Work, 
Employment and Society, 19, 761-774.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


268  Work and Occupations 37(3)

Diamond, T. (1992). Making gray gold: Narratives of nursing home care. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press.

England, P. (2005). Emerging theories of care work. Annual Review of Sociology, 31, 
381-399.

Entwistle, J., & Wissinger, E. (2006). Keeping up appearances: Aesthetic labour in the 
fashion modeling industries of London and New York. Sociological Review, 54, 
774-794.

Erickson, K., & Pierce, J. (2005). Farewell to the organization man: The feminization 
of loyalty in high-end and low-end service jobs. Ethnography, 6, 283-313.

Esbenshade, J. (2008). Going up against the global economy: New developments in the 
anti-sweatshop movement. Critical Sociology, 34, 453-470.

Felstead, A. (2007). Grooving to the same tunes? Learning, training and productive 
systems in the aerobics studio. Work, Employment and Society, 21, 189-208.

Findlay, P., Findlay, J., & Stewart, R. (2009). The consequences of caring: Skills, regu-
lation and reward among early years workers. Work, Employment and Society, 23, 
422-441.

Forseth, U. (2005). Gender matters? Exploring how gender is negotiated in service 
encounters. Gender, Work & Organization, 12, 440-459.

Gamble, J. (2007). The rhetoric of the consumer and customer control in China. Work, 
Employment and Society, 21, 7-25.

Garot, R. (2004). “You’re not a stone”: Emotional sensitivity in a bureaucratic setting. 
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 33, 735-766.

Hamper, B. (1992). Rivethead: Tales from the assembly line. New York, NY: Warner 
Books.

Hanser, A. (2007). Is the customer always right? Class, service, and the production of 
distinction in Chinese department stores. Theory and Society, 36, 415-435.

Hanser, A. (2008). Service encounters: Class, gender, and the market for social dis-
tinction in urban China. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press.

Hochschild, A. (1983). The managed heart: Commercialization of human feeling. 
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Johnston, P. (1994). Success while others fail: Social movement unionism and the 
public workplace. Ithaca, NY: Cornell ILR Press.

Kang, M. (2003). The managed hand: The commercialization of bodies and emotions 
in Korean immigrant-owned nail salons. Gender & Society, 17, 820-839.

Kanter, R. M. (1979). Power failures in management circuits. Harvard Business 
Review, 57, 65-75.

Korczynski, M. (2002). Human resource management in service work. Basingstoke, 
England: Palgrave Macmillan.

Korczynski, M. (2003). Communities of coping: Collective emotional labour in service 
work. Organization, 10, 55-79.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


Lopez 269

Korczynski, M. (2004). Back-office service work: Bureaucracy challenged? Work, 
Employment and Society, 18, 97-114.

Korczynski, M. (2007). Service work, social theory, and collectivism: A reply to 
Brook. Work, Employment and Society, 21, 577-588.

Korczynski, M. (2009). The mystery customer: Continuing absences in the sociology 
of service work. Sociology, 43, 952-967.

Leidner, R. (1993). Fast food, fast talk: Service work and the routinization of everyday 
life. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Leidner, R. (1996). Rethinking questions of control: Lessons from McDonald’s. In 
C. L. Macdonald & C. Sirianni (Eds.), Working in the service society (pp. 29-49) 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Lerum, K. (2004). Sexuality, power, and camaraderie in service work. Gender & Society, 
18, 756-776.

Lewis, P. (2005). Suppression or expression: An exploration of emotion management 
in a special care baby unit. Work, Employment and Society, 19, 565-581.

Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public 
services. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Lively, K. (2002). Client contact and emotional labor: Upsetting the balance and eve-
ning the field. Work and Occupations, 29, 198-225.

Lopez, S. (2004). Reorganizing the rust belt. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Lopez, S. (2006). Emotional labor and organized emotional care: Conceptualizing 

nursing home care work. Work and Occupations, 33, 133-160.
Lynch, K. (2007). Love labour as a distinct and non-commodifiable form of care labour. 

Sociological Review, 55, 550-570.
Macdonald, C. L., & Sirianni, C. (1996). The service society and the changing experi-

ence of work. In C. L. Macdonald & C. Sirianni (Eds.), Working in the service 
society (pp. 1-26). Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Martin, A. (2008). The institutional logic of union organizing and the effectiveness 
of social movement repertoires. American Journal of Sociology, 113, 1067-1103.

McCammon, H., & Griffin, L. (2000). Workers and their customers and clients: An 
editorial introduction. Work and Occupations, 27, 278-293.

McClure, R., & Murphy, C. (2007). Contesting the dominance of emotional labour 
in professional nursing. Journal of Health Organization and Management, 21, 
101-120.

Nickson, D., Warhurst, C., Witz, A., & Cullen, A. M. (2001). The importance of being 
aesthetic: Work, employment and service organization. In A. Sturdy, I. Grugulis, & 
H. Wilmott (Eds.), Customer service: Empowerment and entrapment (pp. 170-190). 
Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


270  Work and Occupations 37(3)

Nixon, D. (2009). ‘I can’t put a smiley face on’: Working class masculinity, emotional 
labour and service work in the ‘new economy’. Gender, Work & Organization, 16, 
300-322.

O’Donohoe, S., & Turley, D. (2006). Compassion at the counter: Service providers and 
bereaved consumers. Human Relations, 59, 1429-1448.

Otis, E. (2008). Beyond the industrial paradigm: Market-embedded labor and the gen-
der organization of global service work in China. American Sociological Review, 
73, 15-36.

Paules, G. F. (1991). Dishing it out: Power and resistance among waitresses in a 
New Jersey restaurant. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Paules, G. F. (1996). Resisting the symbolism of service among waitresses. In 
C. L. Macdonald & C. Sirianni (Eds.), Working in the service society (pp. 264-290). 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Pettinger, L. (2004). Brand culture and branded workers: Service work and aesthetic 
labor in fashion retail. Consumption, Markets and Culture, 7, 165-184.

Pettinger, L. (2005). Gendered work meets gendered goods: Selling and service in 
clothing retail. Gender, Work & Organization, 12, 460-478.

Pettinger, L. (2006). On the materiality of service work. Sociological Review, 54, 
48-65.

Rhee, N., & Zabin, C. (2009). Aggregating dispersed workers: Union organizing in the 
“care” industries. Geoforum, 40, 969-979.

Rosenthal, P. (2004). Management control as an employee resource: The case of 
front-line service workers. Journal of Management Studies, 41, 601-622.

Ross, A. (2008). The quandaries of consumer-based labor activism: A low-wage case 
study. Cultural Studies, 22, 770-787.

Sallaz, J. (2009). The labor of luck: Casino capitalism in the United States and South 
Africa. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Sandiford, P., & Seymour, D. (2007). The concept of occupational community revis-
ited: Analytical and managerial implications in face-to-face service occupations. 
Work, Employment & Society, 21, 209-226.

Seymour, D., & Sandiford, O. (2005). Learning emotion rules in service organiza-
tions: Socialization and training the UK public-house sector. Work, Employment 
and Society, 19, 547-564.

Sherman, R. (2005). Producing the superior self: Strategic comparison and symbolic 
boundaries among luxury hotel workers. Ethnography, 6, 131-158.

Sherman, R. (2007). Class acts: Service and inequality in luxury hotels. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Simpson, R. (2004). Masculinity at work: The experiences of men in female-dominated 
occupations. Work, Employment and Society, 18, 349-368.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/


Lopez 271

Simpson, R. (2007). Emotional labour and identity work of men in caring roles. In 
P. Lewis & R. Simpson (Eds.), Gendering emotions in organizations (pp. 57-74). 
Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan.

Stein, M. (2007). Toxicity and the unconscious experience of the body at the employee-
customer interface. Organization Studies, 28, 1223-1241.

Tolich, M. B. (1993). Alienating and liberating emotions at work: Supermarket clerks’ 
performance of customer service. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 22, 
361-381.

Vallas, S. (2003). Rediscovering the color line within work organizations: The knitting 
of social groups revisited. Work and Occupations, 30, 379-400.

Waldinger, R., Erickson, C., Milkman, R., Mitchell, D., Valenzuela, A., Wong, K., & 
Zeitlin, M. (1998). Helots no more: A case study of the Justice for Janitors cam-
paign in Los Angeles. In K. Bronfenbrenner, S. Friedman, R. W. Hurd, R. 
A. Oswald, & R. L. Seeber (Eds.), Organizing to win (pp. 102-120). Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell ILR Press.

Warhurst, C. (2007). A new labour aristocracy? Aesthetic labour and routine interactive 
service. Work, Employment and Society, 21, 185-198.

Warhurst, C., Nickson, D., Witz, A., & Cullen, A. M. (2000). Aesthetic labour in inter-
active service work: Some case study evidence from the “new” Glasgow. Service 
Industries Journal, 20, 1-18.

Wharton, A. S. (1993). The affective consequences of service work: Managing emo-
tions on the job. Work and Occupations, 20, 205-232.

Wharton, A.S. (2009). The sociology of emotional labor. Annual Review of Sociology, 
35, 147-165.

Williams, C. (2006). Inside Toyland: Working, shopping, and social inequality. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Witz, A., Warhurst, C., & Nickson, D. (2003). The labour of aesthetic and the aesthetics 
of organization. Organization, 10, 33-54.

Wolkowitz, C. (2002). The social relations of body work. Work, Employment and 
Society, 16, 497-510.

Wouters, C. (1989). The sociology of emotions and flight attendants: Hochschild’s 
Managed Heart. Theory, Culture & Society, 6, 95-123.

Bio

Steven Henry Lopez is an associate professor of sociology at The Ohio State University. 
He is the author of Reorganizing the Rust Belt (2004), winner of the 2005 Distinguished 
Book Award given by the Labor and Labor Movements Section of the American  
Sociological Association. He is currently writing a book about the work of nursing 
home aides.

 at UNIV AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA on November 11, 2016wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/

