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Summary of Findings 

 Whole Foods Market Inc. (WFM) will fend off the increasing number 

of competitors in the natural and organic grocery store space, 

according to 16 of 23 sources. 

 Suppliers praised Whole Foods’ management and relationships 

with small and local vendors, which allow the company to work with 

new and disruptive products, have more flexibility and variety in its 

product mix, and keep competitors at bay while maintaining 

margins. 

 Many suppliers, particularly new entrants, are willing to accept 

smaller margins from Whole Foods since it is viewed as a gateway 

to the national stage. 

 Whole Foods’ distribution agreement with United Natural Goods 

Inc. (UNFI), renewed until 2020, has locked in very competitive 

margins for the long term. Whole Foods also has significantly grown 

its private-label offerings. This will likely offset the shrinking 

margins on fresh produce, for which prices have fallen among 

competitors likes Walmart Stores Inc. (WMT). Whole Foods also 

may be expanding its department of high-margin prepared foods. 

 No source said Whole Foods was pressuring suppliers to meet 

price points. 

 Store personnel and customers agree that Whole Foods attracts its 

following through its quality, local, gluten-free, non-GMO, and vegan 

selection, product/labeling transparency, and an overall sense of 

trust. It also boasts a welcoming atmosphere and shopping 

experience that is superior to its competitors’. 

 Whole Foods has not yet shed its “whole paycheck” image, and 

high prices remain its biggest challenge. The recent TV ad 

campaign and attempts to lower prices have not had the desired 

effect, at least in changing the consumer mindset of Whole Foods 

being an expensive place to shop. 

 Two suppliers have engaged with Whole Foods on its new Retalix 

POS system and said it will provide a competitive edge as well as 

effective data, including product origin and environmental impact. 

 Our SurveyMonkey poll of 140 Whole Foods customers found 

traditional grocery stores to be respondents’ primary food retailers 

because of cost and location. Whole Foods’ advantages are quality 

of goods and the availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific 

foods. Most respondents have been Whole Foods customers for 

more than two years, are female, vary in age, lean toward higher-

income households, are well educated, and live on a U.S. coast. 

Research Question: 

Can Whole Foods fend off the growing list of competitors in the natural and organic 

grocery store space? 

Silo Summaries 

1) Whole Foods Suppliers/Distributors 
All three sources believe Whole Foods will maintain its 

dominance of the natural and organic grocery store 

space despite increased competition. One said Whole 

Foods benefits from customers who cannot or do not 

distinguish between organic, “local” and “natural” 

products. 

 

2) Whole Foods Store Personnel 
Overall, these eight sources are mixed on the effect of 

Whole Foods’ initiatives to lower prices and expand the 

brand with a TV commercial, but they are more in 

agreement that competition is not a large threat to the 

company’s lead in the natural and organic grocery store 

space. Sales are on par with last year for four sources 

and are better than a year ago for two others. The 

remaining two sources did not comment. Four sources 

said the company has not shed its “whole paycheck” 

image. 

 

3) Industry Specialists 
Two of three sources said the company will continue to 

grow and will not be affected by the increase in 

competition. The other source said Whole Foods was 

seeing significant competition in the Chicago area and 

in the Midwest overall. Whole Foods stands out 

because of its innovative and disruptive products, which 

it can support because of a decentralized regional 

operation that competitors cannot match. 

 

4) Whole Foods Competitors 
All four sources said their sales are increasing because 

of the continued healthy eating and organic movement. 

Whole Foods remains a category leader, but still has 

the highest prices and has been unable to shed its 

“whole paycheck” image despite its ad campaign and 

supposed price drops 

 

5) Whole Foods Customers 
Four of nine customers are spending the same at 

Whole Foods as a year ago, and three are spending 

more. One has reduced spending because she moved 

farther away from a Whole Foods location, and one did 

not comment. Sources choose Whole Foods for its 

quality, selection, product and labeling transparency, 

gluten-free and organic products, convenience, in-

house demonstrations, and overall sense of trust. The 

new ad campaign is not having an effect. Six sources 

still consider the “whole paycheck” image to be 

appropriate. Four sources have noticed an increase in 

organic offerings from traditional grocery stores. 

 

 

 

mailto:rj@blueshiftideas.com
http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/values-matter
https://www.unfi.com/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.unfi.com/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.walmart.com/cp/food/976759
http://media.wholefoodsmarket.com/news/whole-foods-market-launches-first-ever-national-brand-campaign
http://media.wholefoodsmarket.com/news/whole-foods-market-launches-first-ever-national-brand-campaign
http://www.fierceretail.com/retailit/story/how-whole-foods-is-boosting-loyalty-with-streamlined-pos
http://www.fierceretail.com/retailit/story/how-whole-foods-is-boosting-loyalty-with-streamlined-pos
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Background 

Whole Foods’ recent earnings report surprised Wall Street, beating estimates by 3¢ per share. Analysts claim that the 

improvement signifies that Whole Foods’ turnaround plans are taking shape. Whole Foods has introduced a ranking system 

for its produce based on its suppliers’ farming practices, and has put great effort into shedding its “whole paycheck” image 

via ads for its 365 Everyday Value private label. Several observations in different markets have begun verifying that Whole 

Foods’ prices are indeed falling. Whole Foods plans to remodel 70% of its stores and has begun rolling out its first (and very 

large) national ad campaign. So far the ads have focused on how Whole Foods’ food is grown, raised or made, and that the 

value for money spent is just as important as bargain pricing. 

 

Some Wall Street analysts believe Whole Foods intentionally set the bar too low for the quarter, and said its earnings growth 

resulted from cost cutting and not increased sales. Evidence of competition taking a bite out of Whole Foods’ pie can be seen 

in same-store sales growth: Whole Foods has reported same-sales store growth of 3.9% compared with last year’s rate of 

7.5%. A Bloomberg Intelligence report found that the final price on a basket of 97 items at competitor Fairway was more than 

10% lower than at Whole Foods. Whole Foods has targeted produce as an area in which pricing would be lowered, but its 

efforts may be too late as many shoppers already have turned to rivals Trader Joe’s or Sprouts Farmers Market Inc. (SFM) for 

their produce needs. Even Costco Wholesale Corp. (COST) and Walmart have taken heed of Whole Foods’ produce profit 

center and have entered the organic produce market. 

 

Blueshift Research’s October Trends Tracker survey report found specialty stores like Whole Foods becoming more popular at 

the expense of big-box grocers, particularly among the 45-and-older crowd. A Blueshift associate who splits his grocery buying 

equally among Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s, and Safeway Inc. (SWY, soon to be acquired by Cerberus) has noticed not only 

falling prices but also an increasing number of economically priced products at Whole Foods. As such, Whole Foods has 

gained a larger share of this shopper’s grocery purchases because of the improved pricing and the superior selection 

compared with Safeway. 

 

Sources for Blueshift’s July Sprouts report believed Sprouts would continue its expansion unscathed. The company was 

positioned as a middle ground between Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods, and its customers often used the retailer to 

supplement their other grocery purchases, particularly produce. Sprouts’ model would be difficult to copy given its buying 

power, unique relationships with local farming suppliers, and its strong relationship with UNFI. Sprouts is expected to 

aggressively expand and has set up a large distribution center in Texas. 

 

 

Current Research 
In this next study, Blueshift Research assessed whether Whole Foods could fend off the growing number of competitors in the 

natural and organic grocery store space. We employed our pattern mining approach to establish seven independent silos, 

 
Competitors Hurting 

Whole Foods 

Able to Shed “Whole 

Paycheck” Label 

Whole Foods Suppliers/Distributors 
  

Whole Foods Store Personnel 
  

Industry Specialists 
  

Whole Foods Competitors 
  

Whole Foods Customers 
  

http://online.barrons.com/articles/whole-foods-turnaround-is-only-just-beginning-1415296802
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/whole-foods-gives-investors-plenty-to-chew-on/
http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/about-our-products/product-lines/365-everyday-value
http://www.takepart.com/article/2014/09/12/whole-foods-discount-grocery
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/20/business/media/whole-foods-asks-shoppers-to-consider-a-value-proposition.html?ref=media&_r=0
http://blogs.barrons.com/stockstowatchtoday/2014/11/06/whole-foods-market-gains-most-since-2012-are-investors-too-optimistic/
http://www.pressherald.com/2014/11/06/whole-foods-has-a-battle%E2%80%A8on-its-hands-competition/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-09-03/whole-foods-plays-bargain-grocer-in-manhattan.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-09-03/whole-foods-plays-bargain-grocer-in-manhattan.html
http://www.economist.com/news/business/21610289-peddler-pricey-organic-and-natural-foods-finds-it-has-competition-victim-success
http://blueshiftideas.com/SurveyMonkey/141022SurveyMonkeyTrendsTrackerOctober2014.pdf
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-06-16/safeway-settles-lawsuits-over-9-2-billion-cerberus-buyout-1-.html
http://blueshiftideas.com/reports/071415SproutsHastheRightFormulaforSuccessfulExpansionDespiteCompetition.pdf
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comprising 27 primary sources, a SurveyMonkey poll of 140 Whole Foods customers, and nine relevant secondary sources 

focused on Whole Foods’ initiatives, state of business, and competitive playing field: 

1) Suppliers/distributors (3) 

2) Whole Foods store personnel (8) 

3) Industry specialists (3) 

4) Whole Foods competitors (4) 

5) Whole Foods customers (9) 

6) SurveyMonkey poll (140) 

7) Secondary sources (8) 

 

 

Next Steps 

Blueshift Research’s next report on Whole Foods will follow up with suppliers and distributors to assess the company’s 

market position and the prospect of getting suppliers to meet its lowered prices. We also will monitor Whole Foods’ ability to 

lure new customers into its stores through its TV ad campaign. We will check on the new POS platform and its effects on 

Whole Foods stores, suppliers and customers. Finally, we will follow competitors’ stance within the organics grocery market. 

 

 

Silos 

 

1) Whole Foods Suppliers/Distributors 
All three sources believe Whole Foods will maintain its dominance of the natural and organic grocery store space despite 

increased competition. Two sources said their business with Whole Foods continues to grow, while a third saw a drop-off only 

because he experienced a down year in his supply. Sources praised Whole Foods’ management and relationships with small 

and local suppliers, which allow the company to work with better products, have more flexibility and variety in its product mix, 

and keep competitors at bay by offering unique products while maintaining strong margins. None of the sources noted any 

added pressure from Whole Foods to meet price points. One said Whole Foods benefits from customers who cannot or do not 

distinguish between organic, “local” and “natural” products. Two sources have engaged with Whole Foods on its new Retalix 

POS system and said it will provide a competitive edge as well as tremendous data. One said Whole Foods should expand into 

smaller-format stores. Another said Whole Foods is moving into tier-two locations as it has maxed out in prime locations. 

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Whole Foods’ Business 

- 2 of 3 said their business with Whole Foods continues to grow and does not show signs of slowing. 

- 1 expects Whole Foods to continue to dominate the market, though his sales were down this year as a result of less 

supply rather than a Whole Foods demand issue. 

- 2 said Whole Foods has superior management with strong leadership and vision. 

o 1 said Whole Foods excels at relationships with local suppliers, making it easy for small companies to sell 

goods in its stores. 

- 1 said many customers do not see the difference between truly organic products and local/natural products, which 

helps Whole Foods maintain high margins and price points. 

- None of the sources noted any added pressure from Whole Foods to meet price points. 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

- 2 said Whole Foods’ new POS is sophisticated, will give it an advantage over competitors, and will provide 

tremendous data, including product origin and environmental impact. 

- 1 said Whole Foods has a ways to go to lose its “whole paycheck” image, but that the younger generation of 

shoppers is more keenly aware of the importance of eating well and already is accustomed to paying higher prices 

for quality. 
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- 1 said the ad campaign is smart in that Whole Foods cannot compete on price so it is looking to differentiate itself 

elsewhere. 

- 1 recommended Whole Foods open small-store format locations. 

Competition 

- 1 said Whole Foods is not threatened by competition, and maintains superior buying power and branding as well as 

high margins. 

- 1 said Whole Foods is likely to see a slight decrease in margins as competition grows, but will not be at risk of losing 

its lead in the category. 

- 1 said prime locations were maxed out so Whole Foods could combat competition by opening stores in different tier 

locations. 

 

 

1) Organic fresh produce grower and long-time Whole Foods supplier  

Whole Foods will continue to dominate the health foods retail space and is unlikely to see any rapid drop in margins. 

Whole Foods’ management team, together with a strong mission and vision, is a key part of the company’s strength and 

growth story. The company’s new POS system will be a huge advantage over the competition, offering access to a 

superior set of data, including product origin and environmental impact. Whole Foods is well placed to take advantage of 

consumers’ confusion about the difference between organic products—which are expensive to produce and have lower 

margins for the retailer—and mass-produced conventional products that are marketed as healthy. The latter, of which 

there is no shortage on Whole Foods’ shelves, are priced at premium levels and command large margins. However, this 

confusion also carries with it the risk of exposé-type scandals.  

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “They’re great to work with, because they can get my produce on the 

shelves the day after it’s picked. That’s a logistical trick that not everybody 

can duplicate.” 

 “There was very high demand this year, at high prices. But even so we’re 

losing more money this year despite the prices being the highest we’ve ever 

got [because we don’t have the volumes].” 

 “My circumstances this year have been such that I had lower production 

because of climate change, so I’ve been struggling to supply my existing 

customers, including Whole Foods. We had two hot spells in April, and the 

plant cycles are becoming difficult to predict.” 

 “In general it’s difficult for me to speak to demand this year because supply 

was so short.” 

 “The last 10 years and longer, I haven’t really been reaching out to new customers because I’ve kept my old 

independent accounts—three or four different markets—and then I’ve kept Whole Foods. Whole Foods has been 

really good for me in the sense that they can take either a little or a lot.” 

 “Whole Foods sources from a lot of different places and they have a lot of stores. Even if I only have 100 flats to sell, 

they will sell that, and likewise for 600 flats.” 

 “Everything we sold, we should have sold at 10% higher [in order to make a profit this year].” 

 “It’s all about the story; you can take a mediocre, industrially mass-produced product and put some overalls on it, 

and it will sell at a premium price. If it’s local, if it has a good story. If it’s ‘natural’ or harvested only on Tuesday 

nights by the light of the moon, you can still get $4 a basket for your strawberries. That’s the same price you get for 

organic strawberries.” 

 “For us organic farmers, our costs are going up, but we’re not able to raise prices beyond a certain level because 

everybody’s got a dog-and-pony show about how they don’t really want to bother with organic certification, but don’t 

they have a wonderful story about their farm? You can sell anything if you’ve got a story these days.” 

 “I’d say that the space is being crowded by pretenders to organic, and [competitor products to organic] are relying on 

having a good story, or at least pretending to.” 

 “Whole Foods’ [attitude is] that if the other [nonorganic, mass-produced] stuff sells, then why not put it on the 

shelves? They want to keep us [organic farmers] alive, but I don’t think Whole Foods is really aware of how acute our 

distress is. I haven’t complained to Whole Foods, but if they really need to sell my strawberries for $5, I’m not sure 

how many they’ll be able to sell.” 

They’re great to work with, 

because they can get my 

produce on the shelves the day 

after it’s picked. That’s a 

logistical trick that not 

everybody can duplicate. 

Organic Fresh Produce Grower &  

Long-time Whole Foods Supplier 
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 “If Whole Foods can sell something that’s not organic for $3.89 that only cost them $1.50 a basket, they can do it. If 

mine cost them $2 a basket and they only sell them for $3.99, they’re making a much bigger margin on the other 

stuff.” 

 “I think customers are confused, and that’s the problem. We have a 

confused marketplace right now. There’ll be some scandals about it, I’m 

sure. And somebody will do an exposé on something that sounds like it’s 

really wonderful and it will turn out not to be. It eventually catches up with 

people who are just doing a marketing scam.” 

 “The demand for organic is very strong, but it’s being impinged upon by 

the ‘natural,’ the ‘local’ and so on.” 

 “In some ways Whole Foods can take advantage of this confusion by 

getting a higher margin on the conventional product. I don’t think we’re 

going to see shrinking margins at all [as a result of Whole Foods’ 

announcement of a move to some lower-priced items].” 

 “[The Whole Foods management team] is sharp; they watch their margins 

really closely.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I have some insight into [the new POS system]. They’re getting very 

sophisticated. They’ve got a whole system that they’re going to be rolling 

out here next year, and it’s serious business in terms of information 

about the farm.” 

 “They’re going to be marketing a lot of different aspects of the farm [with the POS system]—not just whether a 

product is organic. They’ll be able to talk about labor standards, energy use, environmental impact, water-quality 

standards, and a long check list of things that are important on the farm. They’re going to be a lot better at this than 

[the competition], in part because they have relationships with people like me and other organic growers who’ve 

been doing it for a long time and who have really good stories to tell.” 

Competition 

 “[The growing list of competitors] will eventually affect margins. But Whole Foods will still maintain their lead. For the 

sake of argument, let’s say their margins are 3% and Safeway’s is 1.5%. If Safeway, by selling more organic stuff, 

moves their margin up to 1.75% and Whole Foods loses a quarter point … 

Whole Foods is still ahead.” 

 “Other retailers getting into this space will have some effect on Whole 

Foods in terms of customers and margins, but they’ll still maintain their 

lead.” 

 “Whole Foods has always been about mission and vision; Safeway is not 

about mission and vision. Whole Foods has been attracting smart, 

dedicated people to work for them for decades, and promoting them to 

higher positions. They’ve got a higher level of people operating for them. 

They saw what was happening 30 years ago, and have forged ahead and 

taken their lumps along the way. The rest of the industry is playing catch-

up.” 

 “Walmart’s not going to be able to buy from small growers; they can’t afford 

to do that. They’re going to have to buy from large growers, and it’s difficult 

for a really large, industrial-scale grower to have a really good story to tell.” 

 

 

2) Kerry Owen, owner and founder of Bee Well Honey Farm 

Sales to Whole Foods have grown consistently for more than 10 years, and show no sign of slowing. Whole Foods does 

not yet have any real competition in the Southeast, and is excellent to deal with from a grower/supplier point of view. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I sell to Whole Foods stores throughout the Southeast—about 20 stores in the Carolinas, Tennessee, Georgia and 

Alabama. I’ve been selling to them for over 10 years.” 

I have some insight into [the 

new POS system]. They’re 

getting very sophisticated. 

They’ve got a whole system 

that they’re going to be rolling 

out here next year, and it’s 

serious business in terms of 

information about the farm. 

Organic Fresh Produce Grower &  

Long-time Whole Foods Supplier 

I think customers are confused, 

and that’s the problem. We 

have a confused marketplace 

right now. There’ll be some 

scandals about it, I’m sure. And 

somebody will do an exposé on 

something that sounds like it’s 

really wonderful and it will turn 

out not to be. It eventually 

catches up with people who are 

just doing a marketing scam. 

Organic Fresh Produce Grower &  

Long-time Whole Foods Supplier 

http://beewellhoneyfarm.com/
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 “My business has grown 25% to 50% every year for the past 15 years, and Whole Foods has played a very big role in 

allowing that to take place.” 

 “I don’t know what could happen to make us stop growing with Whole Foods—unless they just stopped buying from 

us and started buying from somebody else for another reason. But I think our sales records, pricing, service and our 

relationship has more than 10 years’ worth of paperwork to review that shows we’ve been pretty good together.” 

 “We just try to give Whole Foods what they want. If they want honey on the 10th, we give it to them on the 10th.” 

 “We sell to Whole Foods direct. I have a [Whole Foods] warehouse 75 miles 

from me. I went to the summit that they had in North Carolina so that I 

could learn how to go through the warehouse, and the summit was very 

good for that.” 

 “Whole Foods is very, very good—in fact probably the best I’ve ever seen—at 

being able to deal with the local farmers. I’ve been very impressed with the 

ease of dealing with Whole Foods. I deal with a lot of larger chains as well, 

which are often a lot more work [from a supplier point of view].” 

 “Whole Foods goes out of their way to make it easy for the small guy to sell 

in their stores. To give you an example, we’re also in 176 Bi-Lo stores, but if 

we go into their distribution warehouse and don’t do something just right, 

they charge us a $150 fine. If they did a bad job rotating their stock, it 

would most definitely roll down the hill to my shoulders.” 

 “With Whole Foods, they’ve never told me once that one container of my 

product had anything wrong with it, so they evidently have a way of 

absorbing [problems]. Instead of contacting me to tell me a label’s upside 

down, I think they take it to the kitchen and use it for cooking.” 

 “[Whole Foods is] just very pleasant to deal with, and I’ve been very happy 

with the relationship. Whole Foods has been here many times to tour our farm; they’ve brought out their insurance 

people and their third-party audit people to inspect everything.” 

 “I don’t engage in that conversation [about price points and margins]. The way that I have always done business, and 

it’s always worked for me, is that I sell you one case or I sell you a thousand cases; the person that’s buying one case 

is paying the same as the one that’s buying a thousand. And you mark it up however you need to mark it up, and if it 

sells good for you then great, and if it doesn’t sell then you have priced it too high.” 

 “Whole Foods, and another high-end outfitter store called Mast General that’s pretty well known in our region—they 

have about 12 stores—have really high margins, and they seem to sell it at even higher prices than Whole Foods. 

They have no problem selling the honey, and Whole Foods doesn’t seem to 

have any problem selling it either. They just sent in a $40,000 order.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “We’ve already gone through [the process of giving all our information to 

Whole Foods for the new POS system]. When you’re selling honey, that kind 

of takes care of itself. We don’t have to be GAAP-approved or say we’re non-

GMO. The only thing I have to do which is important is put that it’s a USA 

product, to show it’s not imported, and label it as 100% pure honey.” 

 “One thing I think would go over great [for Whole Foods] is almost the 

model Walmart has done, with Whole Foods having more of the 

neighborhood stores. Whole Foods always gets on the big, main drag inside 

of city limits and the big cities, but smaller versions of those stores out in 

some of the smaller cities would be successful.” 

 “There are many towns around here that have a smaller population, that 

could handle a smaller type of Whole Foods.” 

Competition 

 “I don’t know of anyone who can really compete with Whole Foods unless [the competitor] had the [right] investors. 

… But I think Whole Foods is branded into our skin, and I think they’ve done too good of a job, doing everything that 

they do.” 

 “We have a lot of co-op type markets pop up here, but we haven’t really had a good co-op that has been able to pull 

off the food thing yet. When you’re dealing with perishables, you need to know what you’re doing; you can’t rely on 

volunteers to make it happen.” 

Whole Foods is very, very 

good—in fact probably the best 

I’ve ever seen—at being able to 

deal with the local farmers. I’ve 

been very impressed with the 

ease of dealing with Whole 

Foods. I deal with a lot of larger 

chains as well, which are often 

a lot more work [from a 

supplier point of view]. 

Owner & Founder  

Bee Well Honey Farm 

I don’t know of anyone who can 

really compete with Whole 

Foods unless [the competitor] 

had the [right] investors. … But 

I think Whole Foods is branded 

into our skin, and I think 

they’ve done too good of a job, 

doing everything that they do. 

Owner & Founder  

Bee Well Honey Farm 

https://www.bi-lo.com/Pages/Home.aspx
https://www.mastgeneralstore.com/
http://www.nonprofitaccountingbasics.org/accounting-bookkeeping/generally-accepted-accounting-principles
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 “It’s going to be very hard for anybody that I know to compete with Whole Foods, because Whole Foods has such 

buying power.” 

 

 

3) Grocery broker/distributor on the East Coast  

Supplier and distributor sales to Whole Foods continue to grow across the board, both from same-store sales as well as 

from the expansion in the number of Whole Foods stores. Whole Foods is likely to succeed in its expansion plans, largely 

because younger people are prepared to pay more for premium products. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I would definitely say business [for most producers and distributors to 

Whole Foods] is steady. ID stores [same-store sales] are continuing to grow. 

Also, Whole Foods keeps adding store counts, so business continues to 

grow.” 

 “Whole Foods is doing well [with the store expansion and getting people in 

to shop more]. I think they’re going to be successful mainly because the 

younger generation is into natural and organic.” 

 “To some extent younger people are used to paying more for things than 

the older generation. A good example is Starbucks, spending $4 or $5 for a 

cup of coffee.” 

 “I don’t think [suppliers] feel any more pressure from Whole Foods than 

they do from any other retailer. It’s no different than Safeway or any of the 

others.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “[The ‘whole paycheck’ image] is not as prevalent today as it was a couple 

of years ago, but they’ve still got a ways to go.” 

 “The advertising campaign is good. They’re not going to compete on price, 

so they’ve got to compete on everything else that they do.” 

Competition 

 “They want to get to 1,000 stores. They’ve got to move to the next tiers in terms of locations, because there’s not a 

thousand of those ‘double A’ prime locations left. With the 300-plus stores they have now, they’re maxed out in all or 

most of the key areas.” 

 

 

 

2) Whole Foods Store Personnel 
Overall, these eight sources are mixed on the effect of Whole Foods’ initiatives to lower prices and expand the brand with a TV 

commercial, but they are more in agreement that competition is not a large threat to the company’s lead in the natural and 

organic grocery store space. Sales are on par with last year for four sources and are better than a year ago for two others. The 

remaining two sources did not comment. Four sources have noticed a drop in some of Whole Foods’ prices, while two have 

not. Three said TV ads were helping to drive traffic, while four others said it was too soon to tell. Four sources said the 

company has not shed its “whole paycheck” image. Three cited Sprouts as the most direct competitor to Whole Foods. One 

source said the POS system will improve inventory tracking while also providing better marketing opportunities. 

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Whole Foods’ Business 

- 2 of 8 sources said sales at their store were higher than a year ago. 

- 4 others said sales were on par with a year ago. 

- 2 did not discuss sales. 

- Trends include an increase in demand for gluten-free, non-GMO, organic, local, vegan, and 365 Everyday Value 

products. 

- 1 source said basket size is increasing as customers are doing more of their shopping in Whole Foods. 

I would definitely say business 

[for most producers and 

distributors to Whole Foods] is 

steady. ID stores [same-store 

sales] are continuing to grow. 

Also, Whole Foods keeps 

adding store counts, so 

business continues to grow. … I 

think they’re going to be 

successful mainly because the 

younger generation is into 

natural and organic. 

Grocery Broker/Distributor  

East Coast 



 

 1 Ferry Building, Suite 255, San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 

8 

Whole Foods Market Inc. 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

- 4 sources have noticed prices dropping on various items in the store. 

- 2 have not seen any change in price. 

- 3 said the TV ads were bringing in new customers and contributing to increased traffic. 

- 4 said it was too soon to notice an impact from the TV ads. 

- 4 said the “whole paycheck” image remains. 

- 1 said the “whole paycheck” image is fading. 

- Customer perception of Whole Foods is on the rise because of quality items. 

o 1 said the store’s image is that it is pricey but worth it. 

- 1 said the new POS system is highly anticipated as it will offer better technology than what currently is in stores, and 

will improve inventory tracking and marketing opportunities. 

Competition 

- 4 said competition is not taking customers from Whole Foods. 

- 3 said Sprouts is the primary competitor. 

- 1 said grocery stores increasing their organic offerings are a challenge to Whole Foods. 

 

 

1) Whole Foods team member in the Atlanta area 

This store has seen an increase in customers and sales year to year, thanks to the new ad campaign and lowered prices 

on some items. New customers lured in by the ads are more educated about healthy eating. Whole Foods is shedding the 

“whole paycheck” image. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Compared to a year ago, our trends are better.” 

 “The trends we are seeing from the customers are they buy seasonal 

items.” 

 “Trends for the store are gluten-free, paleo and healthy eating.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Customer perception is positive.” 

 “Prices are down in some areas and the same in others. Our fresh salmon 

and shrimp prices have gone down. We have a lot more sales than we have 

ever had in the two years I have been here.” 

 “The sentiment towards Whole Foods is getting better due to the sales we 

have and the ad campaign.” 

 “I believe we are getting rid of the ‘whole paycheck’ image.” 

 “Due to the ad campaign, we have more people asking questions about the 

food. They are more curious where the meats and seafood come from.” 

 “The ads have definitely increased sales and traffic in the store.” 

 “We are working to attract a larger demographic. We are opening more stores. We just opened a store in Detroit that 

was basically in a food desert. We are getting young customers in the store now.” 

 “I don’t have any idea about the new POS system.” 

Competition 

 “We are exceeding our competitors.” 

 “We are seeing customers from other stores. They don’t get the level of customer service at other stores like they 

receive here.” 

 “I don’t know of any customers leaving Whole Foods to go to our competitors. We have loyal customers that come in 

all the time. I know their names, their kids’ names and even what kind of car they drive. They don’t find that at just 

any store.” 

 “I think we are more competitive with Walmart and Kroger [Co./KR]. Our ad campaign is helping in that regard.” 

 “The new ad campaign is helping our position against our competitors.” 

 “We have the edge over the smaller food competitors. We are better at our food presentation, and we are more 

knowledgeable about our products.” 

 

Compared to a year ago, our 

trends are better. … The ads 

have definitely increased sales 

and traffic in the store. … I 

think we are more competitive 

with Walmart and Kroger. Our 

ad campaign is helping in that 

regard. 

Whole Foods Team Member  

Atlanta area 

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/stores/detroit
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Reporter Observations: Several customers were in this Whole Foods at 9 p.m. on a Saturday. Many items had 

corresponding yellow stickers on the shelves that indicated a price drop, ranging from 50¢ to $5 off. 

 

 

2) Whole Foods associate manager in the Los Angeles area 

Sales have increased during the last few weeks since the ad campaign was introduced, but demand also may be tied to 

holiday shopping and out-of-town visitors. The 365 brand has been extremely popular, and long-time customers have 

been coming through the checkout aisles with fuller carts during the last several weeks. Customers are paying attention 

to prices more and call out errors at the register. The POS upgrade is expected in about a month. Higher prices have 

always been justified by the company’s efforts to offer employees better wages and benefits. Whole Foods now allows 

managers to offer raises twice annually. Competition is more of a concern from Sprouts than from Walmart or 

supermarket chains. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We’re doing well. Sales are up in this store year over year, but I couldn’t say by how much.” 

 “We’ve noticed that more of our long-term customers are filling up baskets as opposed to shopping for a few items, 

and they do say that they are responding to prices. Our expectation is that it’s going to continue. The store has been 

busier this weekend with more holiday shopping and out-of-town visitors, so it’s going to be interesting to see what 

happens over the next few weeks.” 

 “I’m seeing more and more organics being bought—not just produce but 

organic cereals, beans, pastas, sauces, etc. And the 365 line has 

contributed to this because we are offering more organic items now.” 

 “I know some customers buy only certain items here, and that’s fine. But we 

hope to keep expanding our promotions and price cuts across all 

departments so that they continue to find more of what they are looking for 

that are also competitively priced.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “We expect the ad campaign and the 365 initiative are going to continue 

doing a good job of promoting our efforts to address concerns about prices.” 

 “We know the ‘whole paycheck’ issue is a concern, and it is part of our 

campaign to address that. But it’s important to keep in mind that the prices 

have also made it possible for the company to offer its employees really great benefits and wages. In fact, we just got 

approval to start offering our employees raises two times a year instead of just once.” 

 “Customers’ perception of our store is that it is a solid resource for high-quality organics and specialty items. There 

have been customers who say they’ve noticed the change in prices and the promotions. Believe me, if they come 

through the line and don’t get their promotional price on an item, they let us know. I am aware that customers are 

paying very close attention to prices.” 

 “I’m anticipating that long-time customers will continue to use us more heavily as their local grocery store, and new 

customers will find that they can find a lot of prices and promotions to keep coming. We’ve done more sales and 

promotions on items in the store this year than I’ve seen in the five years I’ve been here. I know it’s supposed to be 

helping take those concerns off the table, and I think it’s working to attract newer customers.” 

 “The new POS system is not in yet. I think it’s supposed to start in January, but I’m not sure. What it will do is 

hopefully put an end to the freeze-ups at the registers we have been having a lot of. That’s because we have two 

systems, one from Hitachi and another from IBM, and they don’t always talk to each other. The new system will also 

allow us to track inventory more efficiently and streamline customer marketing efforts.” 

Competition 

 “We know we have shoppers who come to us for certain things and go to other stores for other items, and we know it 

boils down to price. But, again we are seeing an increase in the number of customers who don’t just come in for one 

or two or three items, but are shopping all of the sections of the store and putting more in their carts.” 

 “I wouldn’t say our competition is Walmart. It’s definitely coming from Sprouts, which is nearby, and it’s coming from 

smaller markets and Trader Joe’s, all of which offer something to the customers they serve. But I think we’ll be 

seeing more and more price reductions and promotions going forward and that the local market appeal that Whole 

Foods is really built on will reconstitute itself and draw more new customers in.” 

 

We’ve noticed that more of our 

long-term customers are filling 

up baskets as opposed to 

shopping for a few items, and 

they do say that they are 

responding to prices. 

Whole Foods Associate Manager  

Los Angeles area 
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Reporter Observations: This upscale, large store was very busy on a Tuesday morning, and many customers had relatively 

full carts. The only signage for the new campaign was along the wall adjacent to the street. We noted promotions for 

some holiday grocery items and some bakery goods. 

 

 

3) Whole Foods assistant manager near Kansas City, MO 

Sales are steady at this store despite competition from new Sprouts stores and an increase in natural food offerings by 

standard grocery stores. The ad campaign has drawn more people and has helped compensate for those who may have 

strayed to competitors. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Our business overall is about as good as last year.” 

 “Our business continues to be driven partly by people who know our full story. We get foods that not only are healthy 

and organic but that also are produced in places with fair working conditions, in Costa Rica or wherever. Price is not 

the biggest concern of our core customer; it is the values we offer, as in moral responsibility.” 

 “We are seeing some buying trends, such as more veggie and fruit juice products of all types. Gluten-free keeps 

getting more popular.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Prices have come down on various products through our promotions and the competition. We are seeing that in 

produce, for example. A couple weeks ago we had raspberries for 99¢ a pint. We can’t do that as often as a 

Walmart, which buys in bigger volume and gets better prices.” 

 “People are noticing the ads and coming in for better prices. The ‘whole 

paycheck’ image can be misunderstood and does not necessarily mean we 

are more expensive. That all came from a New York Times story years ago 

that ended by saying that someone could spend their whole paycheck at 

Whole Foods because we had so much to offer.” 

 “The ad campaign is probably helping us get shoppers from competing 

health food stores because of prices. I think it brings people back to us 

whom we may have lost.” 

 “Business we get from the ads and lower prices are probably helping us 

retain steady sales compared to a year ago.” 

 “What I see are more people coming here after they develop a health or 

medical issue. We might have a certain vitamin or nutritional product 

recommended by their doctor that they might only be able to get here. They 

start coming in and then become good customers.” 

 “We also continue to appeal to people who want to start getting more fit. I lost 40 pounds after starting to work at 

Whole Foods and buying my groceries here. Diets help our business a lot.” 

Competition 

 “Everybody now is adding natural foods sections to compete with us because they know how popular it is.” 

 “We have some new Sprouts stores here, and they are probably our most direct competition. Trader Joe’s also draws 

some people from us, I am sure.” 

 “Our lower prices help us compete with Walmart and some of the big stores, but they are not our major competition.” 

 “We are still associated most, I think, with producing products in a socially conscious way, such as how animals are 

treated and fed and how fruit and vegetables are grown.” 

 “Employees are another factor in our favor. We really know our products and how they are produced.” 

 

Reporter Observations: The store has not changed its layout in years. We noted nothing on the walls or front windows 

discussing the new ad campaign, but ad fliers were stacked near the door. Produce was prominently displayed near the 

left entrance. Shoppers were scattered throughout the store during our early Sunday morning visit. 

 

 

 

 

Prices have come down on 

various products through our 

promotions and the 

competition. We are seeing 

that in produce, for example. … 

People are noticing the ads and 

coming in for better prices. 

Whole Foods Assistant Manager 

Kansas City, MO 
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4) Whole Foods associate in Wisconsin 

Competition has not hurt this Whole Foods store. Rather, it is viewed as a compliment and an incentive to make the 

business stronger and more focused. Product variety also helps Whole Foods compete, especially with regional grocers. 

The new marketing campaign has not had an effect on store sales thus far. Prices have remained steady this year with a 

goal to stay competitive, although the “whole paycheck” image still exists. A new store is set to open nearby in 2015. In 

2018, the plan is to have all GMO products labeled.  

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We found that over the holidays, our customers were asking for anything that was a local or farm-raised product.” 

 “We have some local product mixed in with every segment we carry, and those products are trending the most.” 

 “Compared to a year ago, more customers are asking for more local products.” 

 “We’ve worked very hard to work with local farmers to supply our produce, and customers react very positively to it.” 

 “We’re going to be opening a new store in the area with the development at a nearby suburban mall. They plan to 

open a store in 2015.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I have not seen any significant changes in our prices in the last six months 

or even in the last year. Prices have remained pretty steady across the 

board.” 

 “I don’t know if we have shed the ‘whole paycheck’ image. It’s hard to say, 

but we try to keep our prices competitive.” 

 “Our new marketing campaign just started at the beginning of November, 

so it’s hard to tell what effect it has had.” 

 “I have not really seen much effect yet, but it is early in our promotions. 

We’re doing some more prime time as well as YouTube videos.” 

 “We have a loyal customer base. We get a lot of millennials, but we’re also across from the hospital so we get a 

widespread mix of customers from office staff, hospital staff and visitors to the hospital.” 

 “By 2018, all of our products will be labeled as to whether or not they have GMO ingredients. We have to give our 

vendors time to change their packaging, and it is a long process for them to do so. Otherwise, we would make the 

change today.” 

Competition 

 “Our business has not been affected by competitors carrying more organic produce.” 

 “Everyone is competing in the grocery business. Other stores like Trader Joe’s and [The] Fresh Market [Inc./TFM] 

have unique products for their customers, but they do not have the selection and variety that we have. In our market, 

the local chain Sendik’s is probably our closest competitor.” 

 “Aldi and Walmart carrying organic foods is almost a compliment to what we have created.” 

 “We are the ones that started this. Competitors copying what we build our business on will only make us stronger 

and stay more in tune to our mission.” 

 

Reporter Observations: During our visit on a Tuesday lunch hour, the store was moderately busy. Most customers were 

middle-aged women. About 15 customers were having lunch in the seating area. The store was clean, and several 

samples were being offered. 

 

 

5) Whole Foods team member near Atlanta 

The source does not think the store is shedding the “whole paycheck” image, and she has not noticed any lowered 

prices. She also has not heard any customers mention the new ad campaign. The store always does a brisk business, 

especially during the holiday season. Whole Foods outpaces its competition as it sets the standard for quality products. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Compared to a year ago, I’d say sales are the same. We are always busy around the holidays, especially 

Thanksgiving.” 

 “We are steady compared to expectations.” 

 “People come here because of our products and location.” 

I don’t know if we have shed 

the ‘whole paycheck’ image. … 

Our business has not been 

affected by competitors 

carrying more organic produce. 

Whole Foods Associate, Wisconsin 

http://althealthworks.com/4165/whole-foods-rolls-out-new-produce-rating-system-heres-what-the-new-labels-mean/
http://www.thefreshmarket.com/
http://www.sendiks.com/home/
https://www.aldi.us/
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 “Trends we are seeing are customers buying alkaline water.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Our customers’ perception is that we are pricey but worth it.” 

 “I don’t think our customers’ sentiment about Whole Foods is changing. 

They love our store, and we have a lot of repeat customers.” 

 “I don’t think we are getting rid of the ‘whole paycheck’ image any time 

soon.” 

 “I can’t really say what the effect of the new ad campaign is right now. I’d 

have to look at it over time.” 

 “I haven’t really noticed the prices coming down that much.” 

 “I think we appeal to all demographics because I see all ages here in the 

store.” 

 “I haven’t heard of a new POS system coming in.” 

Competition 

 “I don’t feel we have any competition. We set the standard, and everyone else is just copying what we do.” 

 “The competition hasn’t really had an effect on our long-time customers or even the new customers that come in.” 

 “I’d say we are competitive with Sprouts and Fresh Market, but not with Walmart or Kroger.” 

 “I haven’t seen any drop in traffic or spending in the store so I don’t think those other guys having organic products is 

hurting us.” 

 “Again, I can’t say how the ad campaign is going to affect our competitors. It’s going to be a wait-and-see situation.” 

 “Our customers know our quality standards. You see the same products in other stores, but if you compare them 

ingredients to ingredients, it’s not the same product. I’d say we are doing better than our competition.” 

 

Reporter Observations: The store was packed with customers on a Tuesday at 12:30 p.m. A big lunch crowd was at the 

food stations, and every table was filled in the eating area. Prices were the same as they were a month ago. 

 

 

6) Whole Foods team member near Los Angeles 

New signage is the only push connected to the ad campaign in the store. Lower prices and frequent promotions are 

taking place more often and customers are responding, but it is too soon to tell if the store is drawing in new customers 

from big-box chains and others. Sprouts is a formidable competitor, but nothing indicates it is taking away loyal 

customers. Requests for more vegan products and sales of organic dry goods such as cereals and pastas are trending in 

this store. Customers who live nearby tend to buy two or three bags of groceries per visit rather than a week’s worth of 

family meals. The new POS system is expected to expand marketing capability, but the source was unsure when the 

upgrade would occur. He did add that customers are using the Apple Pay feature a little more frequently each week. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “There are more discounts than ever in our store, always something being 

put on a special price table or set up as aisle promos. That happens with the 

bakery a lot and even in the produce aisles.” 

 “I’ve noticed more customers are buying the organics across the board, not 

just produce, and a lot more requests for vegan options. The 365 label is 

having an impact on that because it does offer a lot of organic options for 

canned goods and some of the pastas and other dry goods.” 

 “It is pretty clear people want to eat with their conscience more than ever, 

and they want to buy local and support local. They definitely ask more 

questions about the sources of our products, especially the meats and 

produce.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Prices are coming down, and it seems customers are responding to this. I 

know we aren’t the most economical for some customers out there to do a 

full week of family shopping. But I have noticed that we are offering a way 

for customers to save a little more here, and promotions are having an 

impact.” 

Our customers’ perception is 

that we are pricey but worth it. 

… I don’t think our customers’ 

sentiment about Whole Foods 

is changing. … I don’t think we 

are getting rid of the ‘whole 

paycheck’ image any time 

soon. 

Whole Foods Team Member  

Near Atlanta 

I’ve noticed more customers 

are buying the organics across 

the board, not just produce, 

and a lot more requests for 

vegan options. The 365 label is 

having an impact on that 

because it does offer a lot of 

organic options for canned 

goods and some of the pastas 

and other dry goods. 

Whole Foods Team Member  

Near Los Angeles 

http://www.marketwatch.com/story/alkaline-water-co-now-at-select-whole-foods-markets-in-arizona-2014-09-11
http://media.wholefoodsmarket.com/news/apple-pay-now-available-to-whole-foods-market-customers
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 “The new ad campaign is really the same kind of message we’ve always put out there. I don’t know if it’s making an 

impact yet. It’s too soon to say. I haven’t even seen an ad yet. The only real changes we’ve done here in the store are 

the signs we have outside.” 

 “Our regulars tend to be in the mid- to upper 40s and 50s, and they shop here pretty much weekly and sometimes 

twice a week.” 

 “I haven’t noticed competitor threats to loyal Whole Foods customers going on, but I know many of our customers 

come here for very specific products, usually organics, produce and bakery items. Many of our customers shop at 

Trader Joe’s or Sprouts or Bristol Farms, depending on where they are going for the day and what they need. The 

holidays are a busy time, and right now we are seeing more shoppers really filling up their baskets. On other days, 

it’s more about a few items, maybe grabbing items from the hot bar or the salad bar.” 

 “We have a lot of customer loyalty because of the small-town market feel this store has. Some of the larger, newer 

Whole Foods stores are two-storied with underground parking, security at the doors, and it really takes away from the 

neighborhood feel that we try to offer.” 

 “The specials and lowering prices on items are going to be more effective 

than a new [POS] system or TV ads, but I know customers are asking about 

the Apple Pay option and using it more, although that’s only about one or 

two a day.” 

 “I don’t know enough about the expansion or POS systems right now. I do 

know we might have the ability to market to customers more directly or 

maybe track spending habits.” 

Competition 

 “I don’t think our customers put us on the same playing field as a Walmart 

or a Vons. We are national, but I think we still appeal to customers who 

don’t want to shop at traditional grocery chains or the so-called 

‘supercenters,’ where quality is very often second to the low-price offers.” 

 “I don’t know what impact we are seeing from other stores offering the 

organic produce or the 365 label. I do think that customers make up their 

minds about where they feel most comfortable shopping for food and 

spending their money. Even if our prices are a little higher on some items, I 

think many prefer to shop here because they don’t sense that depersonalization you get when shopping at the larger 

chains.” 

 “Sprouts does a good job with produce, and I know many of their stores have a good selection of vegan items, which 

is something that more and more customers want. I would say they are a real competitor, but I don’t think they are 

taking long-time customers away.” 

 

Reporter Observations: This small store attracts both tourists and regular mid- to upper-class clientele. Signage touting 

the new ad campaign was hanging over the outside entrance and throughout the store, but was somewhat unnoticeable. 

End-cap promotions for pre-Thanksgiving items, such as organic pumpkin and nuts, were prominent on the Tuesday 

morning before Thanksgiving, as were price-cut tabs on a few aisles for soups, frozen goods and some of the bakery 

items. Customer traffic was heavy at the deli and prepared foods counter. 

 

 

7) Whole Foods manager outside Kansas City, MO 

This store relies on core customers who like quality products. Business is good, but large supermarkets that now have 

organic and natural foods offer competition for those who want one-stop shopping. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We are doing about as well as we always have.” 

 “I can’t discuss sales trends at this store.” 

 “Our business is still the core customers. They stay with us regardless of what other stores open up.” 

 “Customers are trending more and more to non-GMO products.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Customer perception of the store is the same as it always has been; we offer quality.” 

 “Prices have come down across the board. I can’t point to anything in particular.” 

Sprouts does a good job with 

produce, and I know many of 

their stores have a good 

selection of vegan items, which 

is something that more and 

more customers want. I would 

say they are a real competitor, 

but I don’t think they are taking 

long-time customers away. 

Whole Foods Team Member  

Near Los Angeles 

http://www.bristolfarms.com/
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 “I don’t attribute the price declines to competition. It has more to do with our improved buying power. We are buying 

in bigger volumes, and so we are getting better prices that we can pass on to consumers.” 

 “I have not paid a lot of attention to the new ad campaign, and I don’t hear 

it mentioned by customers.” 

 “We’ve always had fliers that advertise discounts. That hasn’t changed.” 

 “I have not heard anything about a new POS system.” 

 “Most of the Whole Foods stores are undergoing some remodeling. We 

recently revamped a section.” 

 “I don’t think most people agree with the ‘whole paycheck’ thing. Our price 

for a basket of groceries is competitive.” 

Competition 

 “We are holding our own, but there is growing competition from traditional 

groceries stores that does have an impact. If they add an organic and 

natural foods section, it enables people to do one-stop shopping.. They 

don’t have to go to a second store to get health foods. People have more 

limited time nowadays.” 

 “I don’t think the new Sprouts stores hurt us as much as the larger stores.” 

 

Reporter Observations: We did not see lower prices or evidence of the ad 

campaign. The store was very busy on a Tuesday around noon, with a line at all 

four registers and many people getting lunch. 

 

 

8) Whole Foods manager in New York City 

Business is on par with a year ago. This store appeals to a diverse group of shoppers. The “whole paycheck” image is not 

necessarily fading, but the company’s perceived quality in organic produce is still an important draw. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Right now the holiday items are really popular. We have a lot of people 

coming in to purchase items here. This store is a really busy location, so we 

get a lot of business.” 

 “Our business is about the same as it was a year ago.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “There’s a recognition of the quality of Whole Foods. I don’t know if the 

‘whole paycheck’ image is changing, but shoppers recognize that we offer 

high-quality products for the price.” 

 “I haven’t noticed a new demographic of shoppers. We’ve always appealed 

to a really wide variety of people, especially given our location.” 

 “There’s the new Apple Pay system here. It’s for iPhone 6 users.” 

 “We have new ad campaigns out, but it’s too early to tell what kind of 

impact it’s having.” 

Competition 

 “We appeal to a different group of people than competitors like Walmart and Kroger. It’s hard for me to tell whether 

or not we’re drawing shoppers from competitors and vice versa, but I think we are maintaining our shoppers and still 

drawing in a lot of people.” 

 

Reporter Observations: This particular location was incredibly busy at 7:30 p.m. on a Monday. There were several lines at 

the checkout. We noted no obvious signage for the ad campaign, though saw signs offering information on how produce 

and fish are harvested. 

 

 

 

 

 

We are holding our own, but 

there is growing competition 

from traditional groceries 

stores that does have an 

impact. If they add an organic 

and natural foods section, it 

enables people to do one-stop 

shopping.. They don’t have to 

go to a second store to get 

health foods. People have more 

limited time nowadays. 

Whole Foods Manager Outside  

Kansas City, MO 

There’s a recognition of the 

quality of Whole Foods. I don’t 

know if the ‘whole paycheck’ 

image is changing, but 

shoppers recognize that we 

offer high-quality products for 

the price. 

Whole Foods Manager, New York City 
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3) Industry Specialists 
Two of three sources, including a vendor who was forced out of Whole Foods in 2010, said the company will continue to grow 

and will not be affected by the increase in competition. The other source said Whole Foods was seeing significant competition 

in the Chicago area and in the Midwest overall. Whole Foods stands out because of its innovative and disruptive products, 

which it can support because of a decentralized regional operation that competitors cannot match. Many suppliers, 

particularly new entrants, are willing to accept smaller margins from Whole Foods since the latter is a gateway to the national 

stage. Whole Foods also has significantly grown its private-label products, which likely will offset shrinking margins on fresh 

produce for which pricing competition from Walmart and others is stiff. Whole Foods’ major distribution agreement with UNFI, 

renewed until 2020, has locked in very competitive margins. One source said suppliers/distributors are not seeing any added 

pressure on price points. Whole Foods has not yet shed its “whole paycheck” image, and one source said its TV ad campaign 

only serves as a reminder about its high prices. 

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Whole Foods’ Business 

- 2 of 3, including a former vendor who was forced out of Whole Foods in 2010, said the company will maintain its 

success and continue to grow. 

- 1 said Whole Foods is under pressure from competitors in the Chicago area and in the Midwest overall. 

- Whole Foods’ advantage is in offering new, innovative and disruptive products. Its decentralized system allows it to 

find small companies with unique products that often are willing to accept reduced margins for the opportunity to be 

on Whole Foods’ shelves. Competitors cannot do this. 

- Emphasis on private labels and product expansion helps margins stay high. 

- Whole Foods’ challenge remains in its high prices, and increased competition is likely to affect sales and margins of 

some categories, especially produce, as Walmart and others move into the organic market. 

- The UNFI contract gives Whole Foods discounts that it is not passing on to customers. 

- 1 source said suppliers/distributors are not seeing any added pressure on price points. 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

- Whole Foods has a long way to go to shed the “whole paycheck” image. 

- 1 source is not a fan of the ad campaign as it draws attention to value, which Whole Foods does not provide from a 

sheer cost standpoint. 

- 1 said Whole Foods has smart marketing and branding such that customers continue shopping at the store despite 

the high prices. 

- 1 said Whole Foods needs to be deliberate if it cuts prices because any sudden decrease could anger customers 

who have paid the higher prices for years. 

Competition 

- 1 said nothing compares to Whole Foods, though Sprouts is coming on strong because of its lower prices. 

- 1 said Chicago is seeing an influx of competition from the likes of Fresh Thyme Farmers Market as well as other 

independent markets. 

o He also said Whole Foods’ sizable footprint makes it less unique and special now that it is so mainstream. 

- 1 said Whole Foods lacks clarity on how to present, manage and emphasize its prepared foods section. 

o He also said Whole Foods is unable to manage the high volumes sold off its shelves as efficiently as 

traditional grocers. 

 

 

1) David Benzaquen, CEO of brand management and marketing agency PlantBased Solutions  

Whole Foods should continue to grow successfully. Among the company’s strengths is its ability to expand into upwardly 

mobile markets with a growing middle class and plenty of demand. Another key strength is its ability to access “new, 

innovative, and disruptive products”— an important way Whole Foods distinguishes itself from conventional grocery 

competitors like Walmart. High prices are still the key challenge keeping Whole Foods from growing its markets, but the 

company’s expanding 365 line is proving successful, especially as it moves into more specialized and niche products like 

coconut water and veggie burgers. Whole Foods appears to have missed the mark with its ad campaign, which in some 

ways reinforces the “whole paycheck” image. 

http://freshthyme.com/
http://plantbasedsolutions.com/
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Whole Foods’ Business 

 “As far as their growth, I think [Whole Foods has] some major strengths. One of them is that within existing markets 

they’re very savvy about opening in upwardly mobile communities. We’re based in New York, and here they just 

opened a few months ago in Brooklyn, and they’re opening one in the near future in Harlem—both of which are 

obviously very upwardly mobile communities. 

 “As far as their growth into new regions, I don’t have any reason to believe that [Whole Foods] won’t be successful, 

because when it comes to their access to new, innovative and disruptive products, they are the best.” 

 “Everybody knows [Whole Foods] is expensive, and they might suffer that way in [fresh] produce particularly, where 

Walmart and others are able to come in with organic produce at a lower margin and much better rate to the 

customer.” 

 “But when it comes to packaged goods, Whole Foods has an advantage in 

their decentralized system. They emphasize autonomy for the regional and 

store-level employees—and that allows for very disruptive, early-stage 

companies to break into those markets, when they wouldn’t be able to go 

anywhere else. And Whole Foods benefits from having those exclusive 

products that aren’t anywhere else.” 

 “We have many clients who don’t have the money to pay to get into the 

Targets and the Costcos and the Walmarts of the world. They can’t supply 

that kind of volume yet, and certainly can’t afford the slotting fees. But they 

might meet one local Whole Foods buyer at a local farmers market or 

community fair, and those buyers have the authority to bring them into their 

stores in a limited geographic area, and test the market for them at little to 

no cost to the producer. That’s an incredible opportunity to really innovate 

in the space, and that’s why we see breakthrough products coming through 

Whole Foods.” 

 “While we work with many different retail establishments, when it comes to 

working with natural products, we tell all of our clients that if their goal is to get into the conventional channel as a 

natural product, Whole Foods is the gatekeeper. All the other chains watch what they’re doing to know what’s next in 

natural.” 

 “We’re not seeing [any more pressure on producers to meet price points].” 

 “I don’t see a lot of the competition on the margins for our clients compared to a lot of the other conventional 

players, particularly because [Whole Foods] customers are used to having those higher prices—but also because the 

move to private label has been more deliberate and slow.” 

 “The other thing is that our clients don’t need to produce tremendous volume to get into one region, and that’s a big 

deal. They’ll work with you to move at their pace.” 

 “Our experience with Whole Foods is fairly extensive, and we’ve gotten a lot 

of products into Whole Foods. We also have the largest merchandising 

network of any in the country within Whole Foods. We employ many former 

buyers and team leaders of Whole Foods, who now work for us 

merchandizing the shelves for our clients, and we’ve managed countless in-

store demonstrations.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “The growth of [Whole Foods’] private-label and exclusive brands, such as 

365 and Engine 2, are a definite strength. 365 continues to expand, and 

what I think is unique, and really shows the future of the growth of their 

private-label brand, is that when they first started with those products, they 

just had commodity staple products that they knew they could only compete 

on if they could get the price down. Nobody was going to buy brown rice 

from Whole Foods when they could go down the street and buy it for half the 

price. But by bringing it in under 365 they were able to compete.” 

 “You’re seeing [Whole Foods] expand their 365 brand to products that are 

much more specialty, so you have frozen foods that are 365 brand, and 

beverages that are 365 brand, especially the milks and things like coconut 

waters. Little by little, 365 is expanding into more niche and specialty 

products, with 365 veggie burgers and more. This is going to do wonders for 

When it comes to working with 

natural products, we tell all of 

our clients that if their goal is to 

get into the conventional 

channel as a natural product, 

Whole Foods is the gatekeeper. 

All the other chains watch what 

they’re doing to know what’s 

next in natural. 

CEO, Brand Management & Marketing 

Agency 

As far as their growth into new 

regions, I don’t have any 

reason to believe that [Whole 

Foods] won’t be successful, 

because when it comes to their 

access to new, innovative and 

disruptive products, they are 

the best. … We’re not seeing 

[any more pressure on 

producers to meet price 

points]. 

CEO, Brand Management & Marketing 

Agency 

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/healthy-eating/engine-2
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their margins.” 

 “It will take time for Whole Foods to shed its ‘whole paycheck’ image. Their new advertising campaign isn’t quite 

getting there. Focusing on values makes sense, but by aligning ‘values’ with ‘value,’ the company is just calling 

attention to their weakness in their high prices.” 

 “Instead of focusing outside the store [with the ad campaign], they need to continue focusing inside the store, where 

they can optimize their private label and optimize their margins, instead of trying to convince the consumer that 

they’re competing where they’re not.” 

Competition 

 “In addition to the decentralized model being a huge opportunity for small companies, it can also be a huge pain in 

the neck. I know of companies that are held back in one region while being successful in certain others, all because 

of the personalities they encounter. On the flip side, sometimes companies are championed in one region and 

ignored in the rest. That’s frustrating.” 

 “Whole Foods has such great volumes that they’re not able to keep up with the shelf movements, and empties are a 

real serious issue. We spend all of our time on this; we go to the shelves every single day to manage this. If we 

weren’t there, our products would often be out of stock—and that’s a real problem. You’re never going to get that at a 

Walmart or Costco. They make sure that doesn’t happen.” 

 “There seems to be a lack of clarity at the national level about the extent of the prepared foods sections vs. the 

packaged food sections, and that balance has not been struck clearly yet.” 

 “I know that in Austin, at one of the flagship stores, they are testing a concept of expanding their prepared foods 

dramatically. The benefit, of course, is that the margins on their prepared foods are probably astronomical; they can 

produce it extremely cheaply and then sell it by the pound at very high margins.” 

 “However, if [Whole Foods] is not clear on the direction they’re going [with prepared vs. packaged foods], it’s going to 

take a lot of consumer education to make people feel comfortable with that being the place that you go for lunch 

instead of the place you go to shop for the week’s groceries.” 

 “I’m sure they make conscious decisions about where to emphasize prepared foods based on the traffic in a region. 

But in terms of having a clear brand and making consumers relate to that brand, if they’re going to go back and forth 

and not provide uniformity across their stores—what it’s providing and what the usage of their products are, whether 

it’s a quick snack, shopping for the week or lunch—that’s a very big difference, and people are not going to feel 

comfortable being given a different experience every time they walk into the stores.” 

 

 

2) Former Whole Foods vendor  

There are no real competitors of national scale to Whole Foods, and it will retain its lead in the organic and ‘natural’ foods 

space. Whole Foods has had a history of being ruthless with its vendors, demanding discounts way below the industry 

norm. This has pushed out many small, local suppliers and distributors, which are unable to compete with discounts 

offered to Whole Foods by UNFI – the largest wholesale distributor of organic and ‘natural’ foods. The contract between 

UNFI and Whole Foods was renewed in 2010 and is not set to expire until 2020, ensuring Whole Foods has locked in 

competitive margin terms of a reported cost plus 6%-7% with UNFI, its primary 

distributor. This compares with the industry norm of around 25%. Whole Foods’ 

rapid expansion has resulted in quality problems along the way, including price 

differences/inaccuracies between the shelves and at the register, and foods 

incorrectly labeled as vegan. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We used to sell to Whole Foods, but in 2010, they pushed a lot of their 

small suppliers/distributors and vendors out of their stores. They cited 

various reasons, but it was really all about corporate profits. They wanted 

bigger and bigger discounts, and 2010 was during the recession, when they 

were seeing smaller profits.”  

 “We called it ‘green washing'. Publicly, they were saying, ‘We love our local 

community’, but they were pretty ruthless; they threw out many small 

distributors and vendors and went to private labeling; they didn’t want to 

have any competition for their private-label products in the store, and that’s 

why so many small brands are no longer available at Whole Foods.” 

As long as they push all of their 

buying to UNFI they have that 

amazing discount. But they 

don’t pass it on to the 

consumer; it just goes to 

corporate profits. They’re only 

paying UNFI a 7% margin on 

the wholesale price, and yet 

they’re charging the regular 

40% margin to consumers. 

Former Whole Foods Vendor 
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 “I think for shoppers, Whole Foods is a decent situation in terms of offering healthy produce. But for [smaller] 

suppliers and distributors, it’s a horrible situation." 

 “For vendors, the difficulty is the price pressure, but also the control aspect of the relationship. When we were in 

Whole Foods, they had ‘guaranteed sales’. This means that anything that didn’t sell you had to take it all back – even 

though Whole Foods was the one that placed the orders. Then we had to issue them full credit [for any product not 

sold]. So they made us do all of the work – putting the food on the shelf and taking back the old stuff -- and took 

absolutely no risk.” 

 “The other aspect of the relationship was that [WF] demanded a huge discount. They wanted distributors to give a 

discount similar to the national distributor UNFI, which is cost plus 6%-7% (compared to around 25% margin for a 

normal distributor).  

 “That UNFI contract was a 10-year contract and renewed maybe four years ago for another 10 years. They are going 

to be the primary distributor, and as long as they push all of their buying to UNFI they have that amazing discount. 

But they don’t pass it on to the consumer; it just goes to corporate profits. So WFM is paying cost (the price UNFI 

pays to the vendor) plus 7%. But the 40% margin they charge is based on what would have been their price if they 

were paying the full wholesale price: cost plus 25-30%.” 

 “We now sell to all the small, privately owned independent chains like Mother’s Market. They don’t compare in size 

to Whole Foods, but some of them are still pretty big companies.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I think because of Whole Foods marketing efforts they’re pulling the wool over people’s eyes [about pricing small 

vendors out of their stores]. But I don’t think it will stop them growing. People want things that are familiar, and if I’m 

traveling across the country and there’s a Whole Foods I’m going to shop there, because I know it has food that I 

want.”  

 “I personally rarely shop at Whole Foods any more. I’ll shop at the local co-op, because they have a much bigger 

range of products – from all the small vendors and distributors that Whole Foods doesn’t have any more.” 

 “When I have gone into [my local Wholefoods store] I have noticed a lot of problems with pricing; there will be one 

price on an item and a different one at the register. A lot of people have complained about this.” 

 “Another problem I’ve heard complaints about is the vegan labeling of Whole Foods products. When you look on the 

labels, sometimes they will label a product vegan when it’s not vegan at all. There’s been a lot written about this over 

the years. There was a big outcry about a year ago in the vegan community about Whole Foods deli items that were 

being labeled vegan and had non-vegan ingredients.” 

Competition 

 “There’s nothing else that can compare to Whole Foods on a large scale if you’re interested in eating healthy food.” 

 “Sprouts has become more appealing to people; I shopped there the other day and went there for the bargains—the 

same as everybody else.” 

 

 

3) Long-time food industry executive in the Midwest, formerly with a leading Whole Foods distributor  

Whole Foods faces serious competition in the Midwest, where independent and 

smaller chains focusing on the “specialty” category are a stronger driver of 

purchasing trends than in other markets. Rapidly expanding Mariano’s 

(Roundy’s Inc./RNDY) is the best example of this, while Fresh Thyme Farmers 

Market, The Standard Market, newcomer Lucky’s Market and even Trader Joe’s 

are all nipping at the heels of Whole Foods’ traditional customer base. Whole 

Foods’ reputation as “whole paycheck” lingers. It needs to focus on lowering 

prices slowly and carefully. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “From my experience calling on Whole Foods in the past, manufacturers—

the smaller ones in particular—were OK with the smaller margins because 

they knew what the advantages were [of getting into Whole Foods]. They 

were going to have big [sales numbers] and go back and sell to [a range of 

other retailers].” 

 “The challenge is for UNFI, which has to live on the small margins for what 

is many times slower-moving items than traditional grocery items. … They’re 

Manufacturers—the smaller 

ones in particular—were OK 

with the smaller margins 

because they knew what the 

advantages were [of getting 

into Whole Foods]. They were 

going to have big [sales 

numbers] and go back and sell 

to [a range of other retailers]. 

Long-time Food Industry Executive  

Midwest 

http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/united-natural-foods-inc-extends-its-partnership-with-whole-foods-market-95400729.html
http://www.mlive.com/business/ann-arbor/index.ssf/2014/12/luckys_market_construction_on.html
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not selling Heinz ketchup.” 

 “For distributors, cost plus 8% or 13% or whatever the margin is [with Whole Foods], it’s small. But it has to be. As a 

distributor [like UNFI] servicing a retailer, being their primary wholesaler, it’s not like being a Kroger or a Safeway 

where you have your own warehouse so you’re self-distributing and you can keep your margins low. You’re talking 

about expensive stuff being distributed by somebody else.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “If a grocery store where I shop suddenly puts up signs with lower prices, my first thought is, ‘Well, you’ve been 

screwing me for years. … What does that say about what you’ve been doing this whole time?’ There’s the danger that 

[a lower-price campaign] could fuel distrust [among loyal Whole Foods customers].” 

 “If you’re going to [lower prices], it should be not on the quiet exactly, but do a slower approach.” 

 “I moved to Chicago 10 years ago, and when I came here Safeway had just purchased Dominick’s. Dominick’s was 

the specialty grocery chain in the Midwest, in Chicago. Safeway came with a whole PR program to lower prices … and 

now Dominick’s no longer exists.” 

 “I don’t hear a whole lot about new Whole Foods opening up [in the Chicago market]. In the Midwest there have been 

a few smaller markets they’ve opened up in.” 

 “I haven’t seen an advertising campaign.” 

Competition 

 “There is a lot more competition [in the Chicago area and Midwest] for 

Whole Foods. Fresh Thyme Market is one of the smaller versions of Whole 

Foods that is popping into this area and doing well here; they’re like a 

grocery concept partially funded by Meijer out of Michigan, which is a big 

retailer.” 

 “We also see quite a few independents competing with Whole Foods. The 

Chicago market is a little different to some of the other markets; here the 

independents and grocery really drive things. There are a lot of really strong 

independent grocery stores as well as other chains that are more ‘specialty’ 

than ‘natural,’ whereas Whole Foods is more ‘natural’ than ‘specialty.’” 

 “Specialty items are more along the lines of the way it was done when your 

mom or dad made something—use the best ingredients, don’t cut corners, and it had better be all-natural as well. 

With organic items, there are more social [and environmental] factors that come into play. The lines are a little more 

blurred here [in the Midwest market].” 

 “Mariano’s is a good example of [a growing chain focused on specialty items]; [former Dominick’s president] Bob 

Mariano now has the fastest growing line of specialty grocery stores in Chicago, and has taken that slot. He’s 

‘specialty’ first, and then he has a ton of natural/organic items. It’s now about 20 stores, owned by Roundy’s Inc., a 

grocery wholesaler out of Milwaukee, with plans to open at least 10 or 12 more next year.” 

 “Trader Joe’s—even though they’re big—has also expanded in this market. A bunch of other independents have also 

jumped in. These are all taking customers away from Whole Foods.” 

 “There’s another group called The Standard Market growing a lot of market share. And another group out of Colorado 

called Lucky’s Market that wants to move into this area as well, in the college markets and midsize towns, to get a 

share of the Whole Foods type of customer.” 

 “The perception of Whole Foods is that they cost way too much money, the ‘whole paycheck’ perception. If you 

realize you can’t do all of your shopping at Whole Foods because it’s too expensive, then you’re going to go 

elsewhere. Even Costco now has so many organic items in the normal aisles.” 

 “Now that Whole Foods are popping up everywhere, there is the perception that [the stores] are not that special 

anymore. It’s not like the food adventure you used to want to go on, to go and see what’s new down every aisle.” 

 

 

 

4) Whole Foods Competitors 
All four sources said their sales are increasing, as much as 10% for one source, because of the continued healthy eating and 

organic movement. Whole Foods remains a category leader, but still has the highest prices and has been unable to shed its 

“whole paycheck” image despite its ad campaign and supposed price drops. These sources said their own stores have 

compelling offerings, whether price, selection or local representation, and are not intimidated by Whole Foods’ presence. 

 

There is a lot more competition 

[in the Chicago area and 

Midwest] for Whole Foods. 

Fresh Thyme Market is one of 

the smaller versions of Whole 

Foods that is popping into this 

area and doing well here. 

Long-time Food Industry Executive  

Midwest 

http://www.nbcchicago.com/blogs/inc-well/Dominicks-Owner-Safeway-Leaving-Chicago-Market-227284251.html
http://supermarketnews.com/natural-food-stores/fresh-thyme-sets-midwest-rollout
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Key Silo Findings 
Competition 

- 4 of 4 said their sales are up year to year, as much as 10% for a Trader Joe’s in Atlanta and 5% for a Fresh Market in 

Wisconsin. 

- 2 said their performance exceeds expectations. 

- The healthy eating and organics movement is growing and expanding. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

- 1 calls Whole Foods the category leader and said it would be a bigger competitor than even Walmart if it were to 

open a store nearby. 

- 2 said they share customers with Whole Foods. 

o 1 said Whole Foods has beautiful stores, which is an advantage. 

- 1 said they are attracting Whole Foods customers because of their better price, selection and local products. 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

- All 4 said Whole Foods is more expensive than their stores and that the “whole paycheck” moniker still resonates 

with consumers. 

- 1 is not seeing Whole Foods changing despite what its ads might say. 

- 1 has seen Whole Foods’ prices drop and said the ad campaign is necessary. 

 

 

1) Trader Joe’s supervisor in Atlanta 

Sales are up about 10% year to year because of customer service. The store is beating expectations by about 12%. The 

source does not think her store competes with Whole Foods. Customers still view Whole Foods as “whole paycheck.” 

Competition 

 “Our sales are up in this store.” 

 “Compared to a year ago, we are doing better. I’d say our sales are up 

about 10%.” 

 “We are doing better than our expectations—about 12% so far.” 

 “What drives business? Our customer service.” 

 “Trends from our customers are they are buying a lot of gluten-free.” 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We don’t compete with Whole Foods. We aren’t a one-stop shop. We have 

what we have, but you aren’t going to find baby food and diapers here.” 

 “Yeah, we see customers come here from Whole Foods and leave here to 

go to Whole Foods. But it’s like a triangle here in this area. They go to the 

farmers markets, then here, and they last but not least they go to Whole 

Foods. So it’s not affecting our customer base.” 

 “We can be competitive with Whole Foods because we don’t have the 

middle man. Also, they have departments, where we don’t. Every employees here works every department so we 

know everything about the store.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Our customers’ perception of Whole Foods is that it’s not economical. They believe in the saying ‘whole paycheck’ to 

shop there. Whole Foods pushes the perception that you have to spend a lot of money to eat organic foods.” 

 “They are only dropping prices and doing the new ad campaign because when the market fell, Whole Foods said, 

‘Let’s lower our prices.’ … It’s all about the bottom line.” 

 “It’s an illusion that Whole Foods is trying to say they are not ‘whole paycheck.’ The only reason they are doing it is 

because of the market crash.” 

 

 

2) Sprouts associate store manager near Los Angeles 

Sales are up year to year. Whole Foods customers have come in to shop on price alone and say Sprouts is cheaper. More 

stores and local distribution centers make it possible to keep prices competitive. Training required to work in Sprouts’ 

vitamins section puts it on a different playing field than Whole Foods or any supermarket chain. The new Whole Foods ad 

Our customers’ perception of 

Whole Foods is that it’s not 

economical. They believe in the 

saying ‘whole paycheck’ to 

shop there. Whole Foods 

pushes the perception that you 

have to spend a lot of money to 

eat organic foods. 

Trader Joe’s Supervisor, Atlanta 
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campaign does not tout anything new or exclusive and, unless backed up by lower prices, likely will not have any impact 

on Sprouts customers’ shopping habits. 

Competition 

 “Our store is doing very well. We’ve beat expectations every year for sales, and we will likely not see that change.” 

 “More and more organics than ever—that’s the trend. And it’s not just produce; it’s everything.” 

 “What’s driving business is the desire to eat healthier and to know you’ve put food on the table that comes from 

local farms and healthy sources.” 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Whole Foods is nearby, and we continue to hear from customers who say they went to Whole Foods and spent a 

fortune for the same things they could get here. I think we’ve been getting customers from Whole Foods and also 

from Trader Joe’s who simply come here because we offer the best and 

largest organic selection of locally grown produce.” 

 “If customers are leaving our store for Whole Foods, they’re coming back 

and telling us they paid more there or that they got the same things there at 

the same price but prefer us because we have a larger selection of many 

items.” 

 “Here’s one thing about all of our stores that is not anything you’re going to 

get at Whole Foods: We kill the market on the vitamins. We have the best 

prices out there, and we offer quarterly promotions. Those are extremely 

popular.” 

 “Also, every one of the Sprouts sales associates in our vitamins and 

supplements sections goes to ‘school’ and gets training on our products.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “Our customers come here for two reasons: We have lower prices on 

organics and healthy food items that Whole Foods also offers, and we truly 

offer a neighborhood market with produce that comes from local growers.” 

 “I haven’t seen the new ads for Whole Foods, but I would say they are 

attempting to do what we’ve already established and what the market has 

already called for. Shoppers aren’t going to respond to a ‘values’ push if they 

feel like they are spending more than they should be. The whole paycheck 

thing is not a joke.” 

 

 

3) Sprouts manager outside Kansas City, MO 

This store has seen improving business since opening and will soon be one of three Sprouts stores in the area. Whole 

Foods had no choice but to cut prices in order to compete. 

Competition 

 “We are growing our business since we opened.” 

 “This market can support up to 10 more stores. It is similar to Denver, where 

there are more than 20 stores.” 

 “Our prices are the most competitive in town on produce and meats.” 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “We don’t necessarily cater to the Whole Foods shoppers. Our slogan is 

healthy eating for less. Theirs is not. They are more epicurean.” 

 “Whole Foods is a challenge because their stores are beautiful. They’ve got 

outstanding selection and great products. But we beat them every day on 

pricing. Our customers recognize that.” 

 “While Whole Foods is a competitor, we consider ourselves more of a 

competitor to larger groceries. Walmart has Wild Oats brand, and Hy-Vee has 

a natural foods section. It’s something that is in the front of consumers’ 

minds, and we are glad to be the fastest-growing store in that market.” 

 “We share customers with Whole Foods. Shoppers go there for certain 

Whole Foods is nearby, and we 

continue to hear from 

customers who say they went 

to Whole Foods and spent a 

fortune for the same things 

they could get here. I think 

we’ve been getting customers 

from Whole Foods and also 

from Trader Joe’s who simply 

come here because we offer 

the best and largest organic 

selection of locally grown 

produce. 

Sprouts Associate Store Manager 

Near Los Angeles 

Whole Foods is a challenge 

because their stores are 

beautiful. They’ve got 

outstanding selection and great 

products. But we beat them 

every day on pricing. Our 

customers recognize that. 

Sprouts Manager Outside 

Kansas City, MO 

http://www.denverpost.com/business/ci_25535067/born-boulder-wild-oats-brand-relaunch-walmart-stores
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items. People develop a loyalty to a certain brand. We definitely compete.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “They are not shedding their ‘whole paycheck’ image. We get it constantly. What people can purchase there for

$100, they can get here for $50.”

 “They are doing more advertising, and they had better be. They’ve always been kind of stingy because they are a

grassroots company. I know their stores have dropped prices.”

Reporter Observations: About one-fourth of the floor space was taken up by produce. The store had its fliers posted on 

the end of every aisle and usually has a local ad insert in the local daily newspaper on Wednesdays. It was not as heavily 

shopped on this midday Tuesday as it was during a weekday visit in July. 

4) Fresh Market assistant manager in Wisconsin

Whole Foods will maintain its position as the leader, even with more grocers carrying organic products. It is also the only 

grocer in the U.S. with organic certification. This Fresh Market store’s sales are up 5% from this time last year, driven by 

word of mouth and new, younger residents moving into the area. Next year’s opening of a nearby Meijer and Walmart will 

not pose a threat. 

Competition 

 “Our store is growing. We are up 5% since this time last year.”

 “Word of mouth is driving our business as we do not advertise.”

 “We are not very concerned about competition from those coming into the

market, as we have a very different store with a different customer. We try

to make our store and experience and make you feel as comfortable as you

are at home. That’s not Walmart’s goal.”

 “Trends I see are gluten-free products and people want to know where their

food is coming from. They want to know the origin of what they eat more

than ever.”

 “We are seeing new customers in the store. We have our core customer

who is over 40, but new people—primarily people in their 30s who move out

here to start families—are moving into the area and discovering our store.”

 “Most of our customers come from a five- to 10-mile radius but others

come even further, 15 to 20 miles away.”

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “If a Whole Foods were to open nearby, it would affect our business more

than the Walmart or Meijer opening.”

 “It is true that more stores are selling organic goods, but Whole Foods is the

only grocer in the U.S. who has organic certification. None of the other

grocers can claim that at this point. Whole Foods has done a good job positioning itself as the leader in the organic

and natural foods category, and it will be awhile before anyone can knock them from the top.”

 “We are a different store than Whole Foods, so it is hard to say how we measure up. We do carry some of the same

products of course.”

 “Our customers are not leaving to go to Whole Foods. The nearest store is about 30 minutes away so they do not

really compete with us.”

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I came from Whole Foods. I know about their ‘whole paycheck’ image. I don’t think that has changed.”

 “I don’t know how Whole Foods’ sentiment has changed or if it even is. I have not seen any evidence of such.”

 “I have not seen or heard any new ads or promotions for Whole Foods.”

Reporter Observations: Two cashiers and a bagger were in the checkout area during our visit on a Tuesday afternoon. 

Approximately a dozen customers, mostly middle-age women, were in the store. 

It is true that more stores are 

selling organic goods, but 

Whole Foods is the only grocer 

in the U.S. who has organic 

certification. None of the other 

grocers can claim that at this 

point. Whole Foods has done a 

good job positioning itself as 

the leader in the organic and 

natural foods category, and it 

will be awhile before anyone 

can knock them from the top. 

Fresh Market Assistant Manager 

Wisconsin 

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/blog/whole-story/your-certified-organic-grocery-store
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5) Whole Foods Customers
Four of nine customers are spending the same at Whole Foods as a year ago, and three are spending more. One has reduced 

spending because she moved farther away from a Whole Foods location, and one did not comment. Sources choose Whole 

Foods for its quality, selection, product and labeling transparency, gluten-free and organic products, convenience, in-house 

demonstrations, and overall sense of trust. The new ad campaign is not having an effect; six sources have not even seen it, 

and the two who have said it has not influenced their shopping habits. Three sources have seen prices decrease slightly, 

while three others have not noticed any pricing changes. Six sources still consider the “whole paycheck” image to be 

appropriate. Six customers do their primary food shopping at traditional grocery stores because of convenience and price, 

and visit Whole Foods for supplementary items. Only one source, the youngest of the nine and from New York City, considers 

Whole Foods his primary destination for groceries. Four sources have noticed an increase in organic offerings from traditional 

grocery stores. 

Key Silo Findings 
Whole Foods’ Business 

- 4 of 9 sources are spending the same at Whole Foods as a year ago. 

- 3 are spending more. 

- 1 is spending less because she moved and is now farther away from a Whole Foods. 

- Sources choose Whole Foods for its quality, selection, product and labeling transparency, gluten-free and organic 

products, convenience, in-house demonstrations, and overall sense of trust. 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

- 6 have not seen the new ad campaign. 

- 2 have seen it, but said it has not had any effect on them. 

- 3 have not seen any decrease in prices. 

- 3 have noticed a decrease in price. 

- 6 still consider the “whole paycheck” image applicable. 

Competition 

- 6 do their primary shopping at grocery stores and supplement their shopping at Whole Foods. 

- 1 does his primary grocery shopping at Whole Foods. 

o He was the youngest customer interviewed (in his 20s) and lives in NYC.

- 4 have noticed increased quality and selection in grocery store chains’ organic offerings. 

1) Atlanta woman in her mid-60s

This source is spending at least 30% more at Whole Foods than a year ago as she now shops at the chain more 

regularly—but only for specific items and not for her regular grocery needs. She also shops at Publix Super Markets Inc. 

(PUSH), Trader Joe’s and Kroger. She has not seen the new ads for Whole Foods, nor has she seen its prices drop. She 

believes that the term “whole paycheck” remains relevant.  

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I am shopping more frequently at Whole Foods.”

 “Last year I only shopped for special occasions; now I shop there about

twice a month.”

 “I’m shopping more because of the quality of the food and their selection.”

 “My spending is up over last year. Typically I spend around $40 to $50 per

visit. Last year I probably only spent about $30 to $35.”

 “I’m spending more because I’m shopping more often.”

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I feel Whole Foods has high-end organic products and natural goods.”

 “I haven’t seen the new ad campaign.”

 “I haven’t really seen any drops in their prices. Their products are more

expensive, and I haven’t seen any promos.”

 “The term ‘whole paycheck’ is still relevant. The 365 brands are a good

value, but everything else is still pricey.”

I am shopping more frequently 

at Whole Foods. … I’m 

shopping more because of the 

quality of the food and their 

selection. … My spending is up 

over last year. 

Whole Foods Customer, Atlanta 

http://www.publix.com/
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 “I haven’t seen any difference in the customers that shop at my Whole Foods. I do notice there are less young people 

and more middle-aged shoppers. Typically it’s still middle- to upper-income families that shop there.” 

Competition 

 “I shop for my regular groceries at Publix, Trader Joe’s and Kroger. I shop there because it’s convenient.” 

 “I mostly shop for specific items at Whole Foods, but I don’t do my grocery shopping there.” 

 “There is no comparison for Whole Foods’ organic items, so I only shop at Whole Foods for them.” 

 “I also feel Publix has less of an organic selection. No, it hasn’t caused me to shop there more often.” 

 

 

2) Atlanta woman in her early 50s 

This customer’s shopping has increased over the past year; she now goes to Whole Foods about three times per month, 

doubling her spending based on the increased frequency. She has not heard anything about the new ad campaign and 

questions how much prices are being lowered. Instead, she is seeing more and larger signs of prices. Her main grocery 

shopping is at Walmart, Publix and Kroger. She shops at Whole Foods for specialty items rather than her regular 

groceries and has not changed her habits despite an increase in Kroger’s organic selection. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “My shopping frequency at Whole Foods has increased because they just opened a store about a mile from my 

house.” 

 “I definitely go more often. I used to go once or twice a month; now I go 

about three times a month.” 

 “I shop there more because it’s convenient. I love Whole Foods and used to 

go to the store about eight miles from me. But now with one so close, it’s 

definitely proximity.” 

 “When I shopped there one to two times a month, I was spending about $80 

to $160. Now that I’m going three times a month it’s more like $120 to 

$240. It’s not really that I’m spending more per basket; it’s that I’m going 

more often.” 

 “I love Whole Foods and feel they do a good job sharing what is in their food 

by listing ingredients. I also like that they tell you if a product is gluten-free 

or GMO-free so people know what they are buying.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I haven’t seen any ads for Whole Foods.” 

 “I don’t know if they are really dropping prices or if it’s just that I’m noticing more because the signs are larger on the 

shelves and around the food items.” 

 “If they really are trying to lower prices, then I feel slightly better about them.” 

 “They may be shedding the ‘whole paycheck’ a little, but some of their items are still very pricey. For example, one 

serving of salsa is $4.” 

 “I haven’t noticed a difference in the customers at Whole Foods—still 

younger to upper ages and middle- to upper-class income.” 

Competition 

 “I get my regular groceries at Publix, Kroger and Walmart. I get my paper 

goods at Walmart. Publix and Kroger have better produce than Walmart and 

I shop for my regular groceries there.” 

 “I shop Walmart for the prices.” 

 “I’ve noticed Publix and Kroger have increased their organic and healthy 

food selections.” 

 “In the past year, Kroger has really stepped up their game with their healthy 

and organic selection.” 

 “That being said, it’s not causing me to shop at Kroger more often or Whole 

Foods less often.” 

 

 

I love Whole Foods and feel 

they do a good job sharing what 

what is in their food by listing 

ingredients. I also like that they 

tell you if a product is gluten-

free or GMO-free so people 

know what they are buying. 

Whole Foods Customer, Atlanta 

In the past year, Kroger has 

really stepped up their game 

with their healthy and organic 

selection. … That being said, 

it’s not causing me to shop at 

Kroger more often or Whole 

Foods less often. 

Whole Foods Customer, Atlanta 
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3) Kansas City woman in her 30s 

This source goes to Whole Foods monthly but will go more often once a new store opens nearby. A new Hy-Vee store, 

though, is drawing her business with its gluten-free and natural foods sections, which she prefers over the Whole Foods 

options. She has noticed Whole Foods’ prices declining and said some are even lower than Sprouts’. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I go to Whole Foods about once a month but will go a lot more when they open the new store near my house.” 

 “I am spending about the same amount at Whole Foods as I did a year ago.” 

 “I go to the new Sprouts more than Whole Foods, but that will change when the other store opens.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “In the past year I have seen better prices at Whole Foods. I like their 

selection, I like their deli and I like their pizza, I like the atmosphere and I 

love the people there.” 

 “I have not seen the new ad campaign for Whole Foods.” 

Competition 

 “Whole Foods has more gluten-free options than other stores. I like the 

produce at both Whole Foods and Sprouts, but Whole Foods seems a little 

cheaper.” 

 “I like the new Hy-Vee store. I like their gluten-free and organic sections a 

lot. I like their gluten-free section better than Whole Foods’. It’s huge.” 

 “For products like detergent, cleaners and other supplies, I go to Costco.” 

 “I don’t like Trader Joe’s. They say their stuff is all natural and organic; I 

haven’t found that. Whole Foods is still best for that, and then Sprouts and 

then Trader Joe’s.” 

 

 

4) New York City man in his 20s 

This source goes to Whole Foods for most of his staple items. Whole Foods signifies good quality and offers organic 

produce at a good price. He has not noticed any TV ads from Whole Foods, but has seen in-store ads touting sustainable 

seafood. Although discounts are available on some products, he believes that Whole Foods raises the original prices of 

items immediately after a promotional period has passed. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I’m shopping more at Whole Foods than I was a year ago. I was living out of town in New Haven. There was a grocery 

store that was more convenient because I didn’t have a car to go to Whole Foods.” 

 “Whole Foods has retained the same market share of my actual grocery 

purchases. All of the staples that I buy pretty much come from Whole Foods. 

My olive oil and spices are from Whole Foods. Bread, I buy mostly from 

Whole Foods also. I’ve been going with the season.” 

 “Certain produce just isn’t as good, so I won’t buy okra at this time of the 

year. I won’t buy persimmons from Whole Foods as they are really, really 

expensive. If you go to the fruit and vegetable vendors on the street, they 

have much lower prices for fruits and vegetables. Instead of paying $2 for a 

persimmon, I can get it for 50¢.” 

 “I really like the options that Whole Foods provides me. They have a diverse 

array of products. I know that if I’m looking for something I can go to Whole 

Foods and I’ll be able to buy it. It really is a one-stop-shop place. It does 

have a reputation of being expensive, and I find that to be the case 

sometimes.” 

 “It’s not significantly more or less expensive. If anything, I find it significantly 

better and more convenient because I know they have a wider variety of 

options.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

I go to Whole Foods about once 

a month but will go a lot more 

when they open the new store 

near my house. … I go to the 

new Sprouts more than Whole 

Foods, but that will change 

when the other store opens. 

Whole Foods Customer, Kansas City 

I really like the options that 

Whole Foods provides me. They 

have a diverse array of 

products. I know that if I’m 

looking for something I can go 

to Whole Foods and I’ll be able 

to buy it. It really is a one-stop-

shop place. It does have a 

reputation of being expensive, 

and I find that to be the case 

sometimes. 

Whole Foods Customer, New York City 
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 “I haven’t seen any new ad campaigns. I’ve seen their marketing within their stores and the way they market their 

fish as being sustainable. They have different ways of rating how sustainable their fish is.” 

 “I’ve seen some price changes. They have a coupon booklet that has some coupons in it. They have a weekly flier. 

For my produce, I don’t really pay more than $2 a pound, so I pick up the flier and figure out what’s less than that. I 

only buy olive oil that’s on sale, or the 365 brand. I bought two yogurts because they were on sale, and I had to 

purchase two to get the deal. Recently, there was almond milk that was on sale, so I bought a lot of it.” 

 “What’s really frustrating is that very often, when Whole Foods wants to raise the price on something, they put it on 

sale and then raise the price after. My favorite almond milk was $2.19 a liter. They put it on sale for $1.75. By the 

time the sale was over, it was $2.50.” 

 “I don’t think they are shedding the ‘whole paycheck’ image, and I don’t think they should. I think you should invest 

in the food you put in your body. I believe in having as few processed foods as possible and cooking my own food 

often. I would much rather spend my whole paycheck on groceries at Whole Foods than going out to eat at 

restaurants.” 

Competition 

 “I go to the fruit and vegetable carts. There’s one outside my subway stop. There’s this Organic Forever store on 8th 

Avenue. I also go to the farmers market.” 

 “If I go to Organic Forever, it’s for convenience. For the fruit and vegetable stands, sometimes it’s price. Sometimes 

it’s convenience. The farmers market, it’s because I like the quality, that it’s locally grown, and that they have 

different apple varieties. You can’t get 20 different apple varieties at Whole Foods.” 

 “Whole Foods needs to have different varieties that hold up to shipping really well, but farmers markets only need to 

hold up to shipping maybe two days before.” 

 

 

5) Milwaukee woman in her 30s 

Whole Foods will stay strong against rising competition because of its progressive philosophies, commitment to the 

environment, and thoughtful mix of organic, natural and sustainable products. This enthusiastic customer has noticed 

improved sales, more 365 brand offerings and more in-store promotions in the last year. Due to a move, she is shopping 

at Whole Foods less often but prefers it nonetheless. She is a fan of the Whole Foods website, reads its blogs and uses 

the recipes. She initially saw the new commercial online and then on network TV, and was impressed by the fact Whole 

Foods is advertising, even if the ad was nothing special. Expanded organic lines at Target and a new one at Aldi have 

taken some of her dollars away from Whole Foods. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “Whole Foods can hold off competitors because they are at the forefront of making healthy decisions and sourcing 

the most sustainable products. They have the biggest variety of organic products around. Their produce is 

consistently fresh and good and not moldy like at other stores where they don’t sell as fast. I really love their staff, 

their philosophy, their Facebook page, all their sales and demos, their 

website and so on. Their competition does not hold a candle to Whole 

Foods.” 

 “I know and love that they are doing more in-house demos. Every Friday 

night they have fresh oysters for a dollar. They had a taco special during a 

football game recently. They do wine tastings. They are doing more of that 

than they used to do.” 

 “I am naturally spending less at Whole Foods because I don’t live close to 

there anymore. I was less than a mile before, and now it is a 15-minute 

drive. It stinks because I love Whole Foods so much.” 

 “I used to go two to four times a month … and now  I am going once a month 

and I hate it. I want one closer.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I am noticing that they have much better sales than they used to. They had 

a ‘Go Green’ sale recently, and they have a lot more of their 365 products.” 

 “My current perception of Whole Foods is positive; however, I am biased 

because I am a dietician.” 

 “I trust their quality so much and all their values. They are trendsetters.” 

Whole Foods can hold off 

competitors because they are 

at the forefront of making 

healthy decisions and sourcing 

the most sustainable products. 

They have the biggest variety of 

organic products around. Their 

produce is consistently fresh 

and good and not moldy like at 

other stores where they don’t 

sell as fast. 

Whole Foods Customer, Milwaukee 
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 “Whole Foods was the first one to say which products not to buy because they are endangered or not good for the 

environment.” 

 “They are very open about what they do and don’t carry and why, and I love that. They put the info right on their 

website. 

 “I have seen the new commercials. I read about them online first. I watched the video online before I saw it on TV, 

during a football game if memory serves.” 

 “The new ad is OK. I was just so excited to see their commercial!” 

 “I have not seen any price changes really. I do shop their sales but have not noticed a big price change in anything.” 

 “I read food blogs, and know the ‘whole paycheck’ stigma is there. I don’t think that has changed.” 

Competition 

 “Other stores are selling organic and natural foods, but I would rather spend my money at Whole Foods. They give 

back to the community and the environment.” 

 “I also shop at Aldi, Trader Joe’s, Target and Outpost. Out of those, I probably shop at Aldi and Target most often 

because of location and price. I buy big quantities when I go to Trader Joe’s.” 

 “In the summer, I buy most of my produce at farmers markets.” 

 “The money I spend on groceries is spread out pretty evenly among the stores I shop at.” 

 “Target’s organics have really come around. They have a lot more than they used to, even in the last year.” 

 “I don’t buy my fruit and veggies there, but I do buy organic milk and yogurt at Target.” 

 “Target’s Simply Balanced line has improved. They offer more organic pantry staples.” 

 “Aldi has also introduced a new line of organics. I just stocked up on organic fire-roasted tomatoes from Aldi.” 

 “I have noticed in the last year, more and more grocers are getting more organic and more local.” 

 

 

6) Minnesota woman in her 40s 

Whole Foods offers the biggest selection of healthy food categories like dairy-free and gluten-free, unlike its competitors 

which are just now introducing organic items into their stores. Letting customers know where their food was raised also 

differentiates Whole Foods from its competitors. This longtime Whole Foods customer has noticed the store promoting 

juicing and raw foods more often but has not seen an increase in 365 products. Due to relocating last year, she is 

shopping at Whole Foods only twice monthly. She has not seen the new ad. Compared with the local boutique grocer she 

frequents, Whole Foods prices are fair and often cheaper. She also shops at Target based on location and lower prices 

for everyday household items. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “In the last year, my spending at Whole Foods has been pretty consistent. I pretty much buy the same stuff each 

visit.” 

 “If I had one closer, I would spend more money. The closest one to me now is 30 minutes away. Before we moved, I 

was 10 to 15 minutes from Whole Foods.” 

 “Whole Foods offers more unique products than just their organic fare. That is why I go there. The main thing I buy is 

dairy-free products. They have the best selection. For Whole Foods, organic produce is not the only thing they have to 

worry about. If people care about how things are raised, they already cater to that crowd and can expand on that 

concept. Not all their competitors concentrate on all these areas, so that is how Whole Foods can position itself. 

Also, it is best for Whole Foods to stay in urban and populated areas where there is a larger customer base to pull 

from.” 

 “I was just in Whole Foods two days ago. I see them pushing the blender things---raw, juicing and that kind of stuff.” 

 “I have always been pretty aware of the 365 products. I can’t say I’ve noticed more of them in the last year.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “My current perception of Whole Foods is they are stocked with healthy and environmentally responsible food.” 

 “I have not seen the new ad campaign or any new promotions.” 

 “I don’t feel Whole Foods prices are that outrageous. We have a local, boutique grocery store that often has higher 

prices.” 

 “I shop at Whole Foods twice a month. When I lived closer to one, I went more often, about three to four times a 

month.” 

 “With regard to the customers, it seems like a younger, hipster city crowd shops at the store near St. Paul where I live 

now. In St. Louis, I was in the suburbs, and the Whole Foods customers were basically rich, white suburban ladies.” 

http://www.outpost.coop/
http://www.target.com/c/simply-balanced-grocery-featured-brands/-/N-55md8


 

 1 Ferry Building, Suite 255, San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 

28 

Whole Foods Market Inc. 

Competition 

 “I shop for groceries at Target and Kowalski’s, the local boutique grocer.” 

 “I choose Target because it is less expensive and has everything I need for my household necessities. I shop at 

Kowalski’s simply because it is closer than any other grocer.” 

 “Target’s organic section is decent. They have a nice variety of boxed things—granola bars, mixes, etc.” 

 “In the last year, it seems like Target is adding more organics, but if something is not working, they discontinue it 

right away and get if off the shelf.” 

 “I am not spending anymore at Target this year than I was last year. It is five minutes away. That is basically why I 

shop there.” 

 

 

7) Kansas City woman in her 50s 

This source remains loyal to Whole Foods for its organic and sustainable foods reputation but also likes Trader Joe’s. She 

has not noticed lower prices or the ad campaign. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I come to Whole Foods about every couple weeks. My husband also shops here. I shop about as much at Whole 

Foods as I did a year ago.” 

 “I like to think that Whole Foods is still mostly organic and mostly sustainable. I keep my trust in Whole Foods.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I have not noticed lower prices at Whole Foods, but I luckily don’t have to worry about price. I rarely look at the ads. I 

am just going in to buy something for dinner tonight. I buy vitamins, black beans, vegetables, fish, chicken, those 

kinds of things.” 

 “I wasn’t aware they had a new ad campaign.” 

 “I have not heard of that ‘whole paycheck’ label.” 

 “My perception is that it’s still a great place to shop. I can’t say I am supporting many local guys in there though. In 

the summer we go to farmers markets. I go to grocers for local milk.” 

Competition 

 “I don’t go out of my way to go to Sprouts. They are totally different from Whole Foods.” 

 “I like Trader Joe’s. I used to go to them in Arizona and California, and now they have them here. It’s different than 

Whole Foods. It’s more fun stuff: good crackers, chocolate-covered almonds, wine.” 

 

 

8) Los Angeles woman in her 40s 

This source has noticed some lower-priced items in Whole Foods, such as 

canned goods and other staples, during the last few months, and thinks the 

store has been offering more temporary specials in the last several months. Her 

spending has not changed. She was unaware of the ad campaign, but thinks it 

might be effective if prices can reflect the changes. Still, she was skeptical that 

prices would be low enough for her to use the market as a weekly shopping 

resource. She goes to Whole Foods for bulk cereals, frozen vegan items, and 

produce, which she will not buy at Trader Joe’s, where she does the bulk of her 

weekly shopping. Her perception of Whole Foods is that the lower prices are too 

scant to put a dent in the company’s ‘whole paycheck’ reputation and that the 

store seems increasingly trendy, rather than neighborly like Sprouts or Trader 

Joe’s. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “I’m spending about the same as I was a year ago in the store, which is 

anywhere from $40 to $60 a visit, but that’s because I’m not a weekly 

shopper. I use this store about two or three times a month to get what I 

need for special meals or some of the vegan cheeses and vegan frozen-food 

items I like. I also like the produce. It’s much better quality than Trader 

I’m in Trader Joe’s about two 

times a week. I do the majority 

of my grocery shopping there 

because the prices are lower, 

they have products I know I’m 

going to use over and over 

again for either main meals or 

for snacks for my kids, and they 

seem to do a pretty good job of 

offering a range of organics. 

Their produce is not great 

though. 

Whole Foods Customer, Los Angeles 

http://www.kowalskis.com/
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Joe’s. But I’m also a Sprouts customer, so if I’m going to be near a Sprouts and need produce, I’ll get it there 

because I know the prices are a litter lower and I can get more for what I’m spending.” 

 “The reason I shop here at this Whole Foods is because it’s near my work and I can grab things on my way home, or 

walk here for lunch, which I will also do two or three times a week.” 

 “I guess I’m a regular here, but I’m not a weekly shopper for everything I buy for my home and for my family.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “I’ve noticed the store offers a lot more items with ‘special or reduced pricing’ over the last few months than perhaps 

a year ago. This is true for a lot of canned items that I like and some of the bulk pastas, cereals and other things.” 

 “I haven’t seen the new ad campaign or heard about it on TV or anything like that. I have noticed that the store is 

putting out more canned goods at the end of aisles with lower pricing offers, like you would see at the regular grocery 

store, so in a way they seem to be attempting to reach customers who might be concerned about prices.” 

 “The store has great products. They take in things like soaps, candles, some food items that are made by people 

from the area, so I like that they support local businesses. I think the effort to be consciously aware of how food is 

grown and delivered is always going to be at the heart of what they do, and it’s certainly the reason I started 

shopping here, besides the fact that it’s very convenient for me.” 

 “But I have always felt that the prices and the approach were increasingly targeted toward a certain middle- to upper-

class income range and type, which puts me off a little bit. It’s almost trendy in the store in terms of what people are 

wearing and buying and how they behave. It doesn’t feel like a Sprouts or a neighborhood market. It feels like a club 

for urban hipsters with money who don’t want to look like they have money.” 

Competition 

 “I’m in Trader Joe’s about two times a week. I do the majority of my grocery shopping there because the prices are 

lower, they have products I know I’m going to use over and over again for either main meals or for snacks for my 

kids, and they seem to do a pretty good job of offering a range of organics. Their produce is not great though.” 

 “I don’t go to many major chain supermarkets anymore unless I run out of something and I’m near a Vons or a 

Ralphs [Kroger]. I will drive to Sprouts for produce mostly because it’s very good and the prices are lower than Whole 

Foods. I also shop the local farmers market about once a month.” 

 “My spending habits are very different at each of these stores. I might spend $50 at Whole Foods but walk out with 

only a portion of the things I need for a week. If I spend $50 at Trader Joe’s, I usually end up with a lot of staples like 

pastas and soups and canned goods that will last for a week if not more, so the money goes further there. I’ll never 

see myself coming to Whole Foods and spending $200 a week to do all my shopping. It’s too expensive. But I will 

likely continue to use the store to supplement my weekly shopping or as a lunch stop during the work day.” 

 

 

9) Los Angeles woman in her mid-30s 

Whole Foods’ prices are too high for this source to buy more than a few select items per trip, and that has not changed 

any with the ad campaign or store specials and promotions. She prefers Trader Joe’s, Good Eggs, a local co-op, and 

weekly farmers markets, and has no problem buying from several sources in a week in order to get the best price and the 

freshest ingredients. She has seen the new ad campaign and thinks its message is a failed attempt to reinforce the 

company’s positioning among a growing lineup of competitors. The campaign has not affected her spending or shopping 

habits at Whole Foods, although she has noticed that prices for a few items at Whole Foods have come down a bit. 

Whole Foods’ Business 

 “My shopping and spending habits are about the same as they were a year 

ago. I’m not increasing my spending there. I will shop around at other stores 

first, and what I can’t find, I will go to Whole Foods for.” 

 “I’m noticing the stores are a bit more crowded and that there are more 

younger people shopping for groceries at Whole Foods.” 

 “I’m not going to Whole Foods because prices are getting lower. I really only 

go to Whole Foods for a few particular items that I can’t find at other 

markets in the area. I don’t do my major shopping there and never will.” 

 “I’ve noticed promotions for things in the store, but they usually are for items 

I don’t buy or get at much cheaper prices elsewhere.” 

 “I can find the Kombucha I like for 50¢ less at a local co-op near me as well 

as other things. The only thing I’ve really noticed is that the toothpaste that I 

I have seen the commercials 

and the ‘value matters’ concept 

isn’t all that new or captivating. 

… The ads are not impacting 

my spending or shopping 

habits at Whole Foods at all. 

Whole Foods Customer, Los Angeles 

http://www.goodeggs.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kombucha
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buy at Whole Foods has gone down about 40¢.” 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 

 “My view of Whole Foods is that it really is just a grocery store with an organic angle. Most of the prices are high. 

Although there is a good variety of products in the store that I like, the prices can be beat at other stores in many 

cases, and I have a hard time feeling good about shopping at Whole Foods because I know they are ripping a lot of 

people off.” 

 “I have seen the commercials and the ‘value matters’ concept isn’t all that new or captivating. They are not setting 

any new kind of a trend. There are competitors out there, like Good Eggs, which is a new home-delivery service with 

plenty of organics and awesome products that has lit a fire under … Whole Foods, and I think offering a better option 

for many things.” 

 “The new ad campaign looks phony. Aren’t these issues that should always have mattered? Why are they needed to 

reinforce them now? It must be because they feel pressure from other stores and other companies.” 

 “The ads are not impacting my spending or shopping habits at Whole Foods at all. They are about the same. I’ll stop 

in once every week or so and get a few items, and that’s it.” 

 “The company’s new push to show how much they care about where their products come from is a little old in the 

game. They were criticized not too long ago for selling products with GMOs and not labeling them. This philosophy is 

just not exclusive to Whole Foods anymore.” 

 “Some of the soap bars I like have come down a little bit, but I don’t think the ‘whole paycheck’ image has been 

shifted for me.” 

 “I’ve been shopping at Whole Foods for about nine years, and I think there is a diverse population of customers 

there, but I haven’t noticed much change recently. I noticed that a lot of people started shopping at Whole Foods a 

few years ago when the supermarket employees went on strike. A lot of customers started shopping at Whole Foods, 

Trader Joe’s and other places. Many of them never went back.” 

Competition 

 “I shop at Sprouts on occasion because they have very good produce. I will also use my local co-op, some smaller 

community markets and Trader Joe’s. I’ve also started buying from Good Eggs online.” 

 “The main reason for shopping at more than one place is price. Whole Foods is not the cheapest for many things, 

including produce. And the experience is getting to be more and more like a supermarket chain: loud speakers; 

parking issues; long lines and higher prices.” 

 “The thing about Whole Foods is that they trick people in a sense. Many folks just simply don’t know better about 

what the differences are between organic and nonorganic. They get drawn into the store thinking that everything 

there is organic and then get charged high prices for conventional products they could have found elsewhere.” 

 

 

 

6) SurveyMonkey Poll 
After seeing consumers favor local and regional grocery stores as well as a slight rise in those frequenting specialty grocery 

stores like Whole Foods in our November Trends Tracker, we decided to launch a survey specifically targeting Whole Foods 

shoppers. Our SurveyMonkey poll consisted of 140 respondents who have shopped at Whole Foods in the last 30 days. We 

found that these customers favor local and regional grocery stores because of their lower costs and location. The quality of 

goods, and the availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods are Whole Foods’ advantages. Respondents shop at 

Whole Foods a few times a month or less, have shopped at the establishment for more than two years, have spent slightly 

more than last year (with the average trip totaling $26 to $50), are mostly female, vary in age, lean toward higher-income 

households, are well educated, and live on the coasts. A small percentage of respondents have seen the new Whole Foods 

commercial, but most said the ad was unlikely to influence their shopping habits with Whole Foods. 

 

 

Respondents shop most frequently at local and regional grocery stores, followed by Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s, farmers 

markets, and Costco. They have shopped at Whole Foods’ competitors for more than a year based on price and convenience. 

 Respondents shop primarily at local/regional grocery stores (33.8%), followed by Whole Foods (20.1%). (Q2) 

o More men (26.4%) than women (17.3%) use Whole Foods as their primary grocery store location. (Q2, 

gender filtered) 

o More women (12.4%) than men (3.8%) use Trader Joe’s as their primary grocery store location. (Q2, gender 

filtered) 

http://blueshiftideas.com/SurveyMonkey/141117SurveyMonkeyTrendsTrackerNovember2014.pdf
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o Respondents ages 45 to 60 are the most frequent shoppers at Whole Foods (30.8%), almost twice the 

number as in other age groups. (Q2, age filtered) 

 Whole Foods customers also shop at Trader Joe’s (69.3%), local/regional grocery stores (66.4%), farmers markets 

(38.6%) and Costco (33.6%). (Q1) 

o More men (47.2%) than women (24.7%) use Costco for grocery shopping. (Q1, gender filtered) 

o More women (75.3%) than men (60.4%) use Trader Joe’s for grocery shopping. (Q1, gender filtered) 

o Older respondents, specifically those above the age of 60, prefer farmers markets (48.8%) more than their 

younger counterparts. (Q1, age filtered) 

o Younger respondents, specifically those ages 18 to 29, prefer Sprouts (18.8%) more than their older 

counterparts. (Q1, age filtered) 

 Trader Joe’s (39.1%), local/regional grocery stores (19.6%), and farmers markets (10.1%) were deemed Whole 

Foods’ top competitors. (Q12) 

 28.8% of Whole Foods customers are shopping at competitors more than a year ago. (Q8) 

o 18.7% are shopping at competitors less than a year ago. (Q8) 

o Although respondents in all age groups are shopping at competitors more than a year ago, those ages 30 to 

44 are the most likely to go to a Whole Foods competitor. (Q8, age filtered) 

o Respondents making less than $49,999 are shopping at competitors more often than those making more 

than $49,999. (Q8, income filtered) 

 Price (46.4%), location and convenience (28.3%), and variety and selection (10.1%) were the top reasons 

respondents shop at competitors rather than Whole Foods. (Q11) 

 

The quality of Whole Foods’ goods, and the availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods are the reasons customers 

shop at its establishments rather than at competitors’. 

 Quality (30.4%), availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods (22.5%), and location and convenience (21%) 

are important factors in choosing a grocery store. (Q3) 

o Men’s top reason for shopping at a specific grocery store is for quality (34.6%), while women place the most 

emphasis on availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods (29.6%). (Q3, gender filtered) 

o Food quality is the most important factor when choosing a grocery store among respondents 60 and 

younger, while those 61 and older do so for the availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods. (Q3, 

age filtered) 

o The top reasons for shopping at a specific grocery store differed by household incomes. 

 Those making under $24,999 equally view price and quality as the most important. 

 Those with household incomes of $25,000 to $49,999 believe the availability of healthy, organic, 

allergy-specific food is the most important 

 Those making between $50,000 and $99,999 emphasized quality. 

 Those making between $100,000 and $149,999 shop based on location and convenience, while 

those making more than $150,000 shop based on quality. (Q3, income filtered) 

 Availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods (46.4%), quality (21.7%) and variety and selection (18.1%) were 

the top three reasons why respondents shop at Whole Foods. (Q9) 

o 0% of customers shop at Whole Foods for the price. (Q9) 

 Availability of healthy, organic, allergy-specific foods (36.2%), variety and selection (23.9%) and quality (16.7%) were 

the top three reasons why respondents shop at Whole Foods rather than its competitors. (Q10) 

 

Respondents shop at Whole Foods a few times a month or less and have increased their visits to the chain. Most customers 

have shopped at Whole Foods for more than two years, while those under the age of 44 make up all newcomers. 

 Most respondents shop at Whole Foods a few times a month (25.9%) or once a month (23%). (Q4) 

o 18.7% shop at Whole Foods once a week. (Q4) 

o 15.8% shop at Whole Foods a few times a week. (Q4) 

o Respondents ages 18 to 29 shops at Whole Foods a few times a year, whereas those 30 and older shop 

there a few times a month. (Q4, age filtered) 

o Higher-income consumers shop at Whole Foods more often or a few times a week; shoppers with less 

income shop at Whole Foods once a month. (Q4, income filtered) 

 30.9% are increasing the frequency of their Whole Foods shopping trips compared with last year. (Q5) 

o 18% are decreasing the frequency of their trips year to year. (Q5) 

o 33.3% of women are increasing their Whole Foods visits, vs. 28.3% of men. (Q5, gender filtered) 
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o Those ages 18 to 29 (46.9%) are increasing their Whole Foods visits more than any other age group. (Q5, 

age filtered) 

o Those with household incomes of $25,000 to $49,999 or above $150,000 are increasing the frequency of 

their shopping at Whole Foods more than other household income brackets. (Q5, income filtered) 

 Most respondents have been shopping at Whole Foods for more than two years (81.2%). (Q13) 

o Those under the age of 44 are the only respondents who have been shopping at Whole Foods for less than 

a year. (Q13, age filtered) 

o Those making less than $49,999 make up the majority of customers who started shopping at Whole Foods 

less a year ago. (Q13, income filtered) 

 

Whole Foods customers are spending an average of $26 to $50 per trip, a slight increase compared with last year. 

 The largest grouping of Whole Foods customers spends an average of $26 to $50 per trip. (Q6) 

o 15.1% spend an average of $0 to $25 per trip. (Q6) 

o 15.8% spend an average of $51 to $75 per trip. (Q6) 

o 13.7% spend an average of $76 to $100 per trip. (Q6) 

o Those making more than $150,000 spend the most on their average trips to Whole Foods. (Q6, income 

filtered) 

 29.6% are increasing what they spend at Whole Foods compared with a year ago. (Q7) 

o 16.6% are decreasing what they spend at Whole Foods compared with a year ago. (Q7) 

o Those 30 to 44 years old are the only age group to have more shoppers decreasing (27.3%) the amount 

they spend on each trip to Whole Foods than those increasing (18.2%) the average amount year to year. 

(Q7, age filtered) 

 

Most Whole Foods customers were female, varied in age, leaned toward higher-income households, were well educated, and 

lived on the coasts. 

 60.4% of respondents were female. (Q16) 

 Although all age groups had roughly 20% or more shopping at Whole Foods, those above the age of 60 (32.1%) were 

the most prevalent Whole Foods shoppers. (Q17) 

 Respondents in all income levels shop at Whole Foods, but those with incomes of $50,000 to $99,999 or above 

$150,000 had the most Whole Foods shoppers (27.4%). (Q18) 

 Whole Foods shoppers are well educated, with 43.6% holding a graduate degree. (Q19) 

 Most customers live on either coast of the United States. 

o 31.6% are in the West Coast. (Q20) 

o 21.8% are located in the mid-Atlantic. (Q20) 

o 14.3% are located in New England. (Q20) 

 

A small percentage of Whole Foods customers have seen the new commercial, and most said the ad was unlikely to influence 

their shopping habits with Whole Foods. 

 8.7% have seen Whole Foods’ recent TV commercial. (Q14) 

 16.4% of those who have seen the commercial now are more likely to shop at Whole Foods; 83.3% said the 

commercial will have no effect on their shopping habits. None said the commercial will make them less likely to shop 

at Whole Foods. (Q15) 
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1. Where do you shop for your groceries? (Select all that apply.) 

 
 

2. Which store do you frequent most often for your grocery shopping? 

 
 

3. What is most important to you when choosing where to shop for food/groceries? 
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4. How often do you shop at Whole Foods? 

 
 

 

5. How does your frequency of shopping at Whole Foods compare with a year ago? 

 
 

6. How much do you spend on average for each trip to Whole Foods? 
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7. How does the average amount you spend per trip to Whole Foods compare with a year ago? 

 
 

8. Are you shopping at Whole Foods’ competitors more, less or the same year to year? 

 
 

9. Why do you shop at Whole Foods? 
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10. Why do you choose to shop at Whole Foods over competitors? 

 
 

 

11. Why do you choose to shop at competitors over Whole Foods? 

 
 

12. Who do you think is Whole Foods’ biggest competitor? 
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13. How long have you been shopping at Whole Foods? 

 
 

 

14. Have you seen Whole Foods’ recent TV commercial? 

 
 

15. What impact did Whole Foods’ recent TV commercial have on you? 
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16. What is your gender? 

 
 

 

17. What is your age? 

 
 

18. What is your household income? 
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19. What level of education have you completed? 

 
 

20. In what region of the United States are you located? 

 
 

 

Secondary Sources 

These eight secondary sources discussed Whole Foods’ initiatives, its state of business, and its competitive playing field. 

 

 

Whole Foods’ Initiatives 
Whole Foods’ brand campaign centers on where its food is sourced and how it creates value for the customer, but the 

company’s former head of marketing discussed why the campaign will be unsuccessful. Also scrutinized were Whole Foods’ 

produce and GMO labeling programs. 

 

Oct. 27 Digiday article 

Whole Foods’ vice president of communications explained the company’s perspective on its national ad campaign. She 

said Whole Foods now is marketing itself more broadly to consumers, and denied a branding issue regarding the “whole 

paycheck” image. 

http://digiday.com/brands/better-anybody-says-whole-foods/
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 “The organic grocer has become notorious for burning a hole in people’s pockets, but now it wants to change the 

dialog. Last week, the 35-year-old company rolled out its first-ever national ad campaign—a series of television and 

print ads—in an attempt to combat sagging sales and stiffening competition.” 

 “The campaign has a ‘values matter’ tagline, and is aimed at all its customers that are health-conscious and want to 

know more about where their food is sourced from—something the company says it has done for decades, just not in 

advertising.” 

 “Jeannine D’Addario, Whole Foods VP for Communications, states, ‘We wanted to introduce the brand more broadly 

to consumers as we continue that growth trajectory. And the other is that we’ve been telling our story both regionally 

and locally, and relatively quietly for 35 years, as we pioneered the natural and organic food industry. We believe that 

consumers are hungrier than ever before for information on where their food comes from and how it impacts their 

health.’” 

 “‘I don’t think there’s a brand problem at all that needed to be fixed. The campaign is really about showing that value 

is inseparable from values—that the two go hand-in-hand. And the perception of Whole Foods as ‘whole paycheck’—

other than that it continues to be part of the vernacular—it really is a thing of the past,’ says, D’Addario.” 

 “D’Addario continues, ‘We know that consumers, not just millennials, want to know where their food comes from and 

probably now more than ever before. That works for millennials, as well as for Boomers and for Gen-Xers or anybody 

who is interested in eating healthy as well as knowing where their food comes from.’“ 

 

Oct. 23 Fast Company article 

The former head of Whole Food’s marketing explained why the company’s new branding campaign misses the mark. The 

artsy ads make the company look expensive, the value matters message is obsolete now that natural and organic is 

everywhere, and the company needs to focus on its core 5% audience and not the 95% who do not shop at Whole Foods. 

 “If you are like most people, you have passed by a Whole Foods Market, stopped into a Whole Foods Market, and 

heard the joke about Whole Paycheck, but you’ve never seen an advertisement for Whole Foods Market. That’s 

because, as an organization that hates marketing so much it should probably just drop ‘Market’ from its eponymous 

name, it is one of the only consumer product companies in the Fortune 500 that has never run national ads. Until 

this week, when it launched a $15-$20 million campaign with TV ads and a two-page spread in national 

newspapers.” 

 “As the first ever national head-of-marketing for Whole Foods, back in the late ‘90s, I fought and lost a battle to 

make marketing relevant. To the extent it had a marketing strategy at all, it was the ‘Field of Dreams’ approach: build 

it and they will come. But the problem in retail marketing in general is that while “build it and they will come” may 

sometimes work, ‘build it and they will come back’ never does. With so much attrition and competition, you have to 

keep pushing the brand to generate loyal, ‘business.’” 

 “There are several inherent flaws in the Values Matter theme that may imperil the campaign. The ads look expensive 

(it’s a gorgeous art creation, shot in film or film-like 24P video, using sophisticated key lighting to create break of 

dawn effect.) It’s the same mistake made by the upscale supermarket chain The Fresh Market, which immediately 

greets visitors with spotlighting, wood fixtures and Vivaldi, and makes them instinctively clutch for their wallets 

before they even reach the dairy section. No matter what the voice-overs on these commercials say, the Ingmar 

Bergman look of the ads will reinforce the perception that much of America already has about Whole Foods, ‘We 

can’t afford to shop at a store that has a philosophy.’ The agency should have opted for a less formal, less expensive 

look, such as illustration or animation.” 

 “The Values Matter message is off-key and insufficient. The implication is that ‘values’ are just as important, perhaps 

more so, than value—the price that we pay. The problem is Whole Foods is no longer the sole keeper of those values. 

Natural and organic foods are available everywhere: At Walmart, at Kroger, even at the gas station convenience 

store. The only difference is the price, which is usually more at Whole Foods. Lots of the big CPG brands, like Frito-

Lay, have “seen the light” and started to produce natural foods. General Mills even made Cheerios GMO-free, 

clearing the way for their sale at Whole Foods. Moreover, most of the core natural and organic foods brands—from 

Kashi to Honest Tea to Annie’s—are now owned by Big Food. So to say that ‘values matter,’ and to imply that we 

should all care about the mood behind the food, is simply to invite people to buy lots of different products pretty 

much anywhere they want.” 

 “The ads don’t focus on the 5% of customers are already buying the ‘right’ foods. Instead, the ads seem to be 

speaking to everyone else, the 95%, the ones who aren’t shopping at Whole Foods but whose dawning health or 

environmental consciousness is slowly steering them toward better foods and triple-bottom line-companies. That is 

okay, but it is a long-term play: that crowd is only interested in values as long as the value is there first. Sprouts at 

http://www.fastcoexist.com/3037452/the-un-marketing-and-re-marketing-of-whole-foods
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/20/business/media/whole-foods-asks-shoppers-to-consider-a-value-proposition.html?smid=tw-share&_r=0
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least made the right call in targeting customers. It cedes the 5% to Whole Foods, but through its high-low pricing 

games and willingness to charge lower prices and accept lower margins, has succeeded in stealing enough of the 

95% away from conventional stores to make for a very profitable alternative business.” 

 

Oct. 20 AltHealth Works article 

Whole Foods will begin labeling all GMO foods in 2018 and is introducing a produce rating system entitled “Responsibly 

Grown.” However, a lawsuit brings into question whether this move can be trusted as some natural labels have been 

found to be misleading. 

 “A lawsuit over false ‘natural’ labels in baked goods and an investigation into Whole Food’s sale of GMO-containing 

foods under the ‘natural’ umbrella have led many to question the high profile gourmet grocery chain, and to wonder 

about their commitment to transparency and whether they can be trusted to do the right thing.” 

 “Whole Foods will begin labeling all products containing GMOs in 2018, but in the meantime, they’ll be rolling out a 

new ‘produce rating system’ aimed at ‘simplifying things for mainstream consumers.’ The new system, called 

‘Responsibly Grown,’ is the next evolution of its meat and seafood ratings systems, and it began on Oct. 16.” 

 “Three ratings will be offered to customers for fruits and vegetables: Good, Better or Best. Other factors include soil 

health, air pollution, waste reduction, workers’ welfare, pesticide use and more. Currently about half of all produce in 

Whole Foods has garnered ‘Responsibly Grown’ ratings and more are being added every day.” 

 “The new ‘Responsibly Grown’ program holds a great deal of promise, especially for consumers who know that what 

we can’t see can often make a dramatic difference in the nutrition of our food, as well as how it affects the 

environment. It also may give existing producers more incentive to strive for better quality.” 

 

 

Whole Foods’ Business 
Whole Foods’ revenue should grow as Generation Z enter the workforce and as it expands its number of stores. Also, its 

partnership with Instacart has propelled sales; Instacart checkouts are 2.5 times as large as in-store purchases. There is also 

a story about abusive labor practices in Mexico, with Whole Foods mentioned as one of the destinations for the produce 

coming from these farms. 

 

Nov. 7 FierceRetail article 

Whole Foods opened a record 34 new stores in 2014 and is expected to reach 500 stores by 2017. 

 “Whole Foods executives were ‘pleased’ with the quarterly results, which reflected $3.3 billion in sales, a 9 percent 

increase from the prior year. In addition, the company opened a record 34 new stores in 2014 and expanded into 

seven new markets. The expansion will continue into fiscal 2015, with an expected 38 to 42 new stores.” 

 “The company currently has 401 stores and is expecting to get to 500 by fiscal 2017. Whole Foods opened 13 new 

stores in the fourth quarter and 38 over the course of the year.” 

 “What are plans for the coming year? ‘We will be expanding into six new markets, such as Ottawa, Canada, while 

invigorating our brand with new flagships in some of our older markets including Houston, Boston and New York 

City,’ Mackey said.” 

 

May 12 Businessweek article 

Generation Z customers’ eating trends match well with Whole Foods’ offerings. Whole Foods could benefit greatly in the 

next five years as the first batch of Gen Z begins generating income. 

 “A report by market researcher NPD suggests the rising generation (Generation Z) is eager to make meals using 

fresh ingredients without too much trouble—fancy sandwiches, for example—and isn’t averse to using the stove. This 

is similar to trends among the millennial generation, only to a greater degree. What Gen Z consumers don’t want are 

ready-to-eat foods and microwavable meals, products that remain broadly popular only with convenience-centric Gen 

Xers.” 

 “NPD predicts salads in particular will increase with Gen Z, followed by quick-assembly meals (meal kits and 

sandwiches), and more involved breakfast foods such as eggs, homemade pancakes, and French toast. Savory 

snack foods, everything from crackers to salsa, are also expected to become more popular.” 

http://althealthworks.com/4165/whole-foods-rolls-out-new-produce-rating-system-heres-what-the-new-labels-mean/
https://www.instacart.com/
http://www.fierceretail.com/story/whole-foods-expanding-38-42-new-stores-works/2014-11-07
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2014-05-12/gen-z-consumers-will-demand-more-fresh-foods-market-research-shows
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2018 v 2013 Increase/decrease in projected annual eatings in millions, Gen Z 

 

Nov. 7 Silicon Beat article 

Whole Foods’ partnership with Instacart caused a jump in the former’s sales. Sales through Instacart are 2.5 times the 

size of average in-store sales. The partnership has led to new customers as well. 

 “Whole Foods this week credited grocery delivery service Instacart for a jump in sales, offering kudos to the startup 

as competition in the delivery space really heats up.” 

 “Whole Foods, the high-end purveyor of organics and immaculately prepared health foods, and a favorite grocery 

store in the foodie-centric Bay Area, said its sales through Instacart are 2.5 times the size of their brick-and-mortar 

counterparts. Rather than go to the grocery store, Instacart customers can shop Whole Foods online, put in an order 

through the Instacart app, and a driver will shop and deliver the food within a couple hours.” 

 “The growth in part has to do with the fact that customers don’t have to spend time walking around a grocery store 

and searching up and down aisles, and are more likely to buy more when shopping is made quicker from a tablet or 

smartphone.” 

 “The partnership with Instacart has also helped surface new customers who may have shopped at other stores out of 

convenience, perhaps not wanting to drive to or battle for parking at Whole Foods. The public acclaim from one of 

the nation’s biggest grocery stores will likely catch the attention of other grocers looking to serve more customers on 

their laptops and smartphones, and give Instacart more credibility.”“ 

 

Dec. 7 Los Angeles Times article 

Whole Foods is one of the companies referenced in an article about abusive labor practices in Mexico. 

 “Farm exports to the U.S. from Mexico have tripled to $7.6 billion in the last decade, enriching agribusinesses, 

distributors and retailers.” 

 “American consumers get all the salsa, squash and melons they can eat at affordable prices. And top U.S. brands — 

Wal-Mart, Whole Foods, Subway and Safeway, among many others — profit from produce they have come to depend 

on.” 

 “These corporations say their Mexican suppliers have committed to decent treatment and living conditions for 

workers.” 

 “But a Los Angeles Times investigation found that for thousands of farm laborers south of the border, the export 

boom is a story of exploitation and extreme hardship.” 

 “At Rene Produce in Sinaloa, The Times saw hungry laborers hunting for scraps because they could not afford to buy 

food at the company store.” 

http://www.siliconbeat.com/2014/11/07/whole-foods-credits-grocery-delivery-startup-instacart-with-sales-growtih/
http://graphics.latimes.com/product-of-mexico-camps/
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 “The grower, which exported $55 million in tomatoes in 2014, supplies supermarkets across the U.S., including 

Whole Foods, which recently took out full-page newspaper ads promoting its commitment to social responsibility.” 

 “Asked for comment, Whole Foods said it did not expect to buy any more produce "directly" from Rene, which it 

described as a minor supplier.” 

 “‘We take the findings you shared VERY seriously, especially since Rene has signed our social accountability 

agreement," Edmund LaMacchia, a global vice president of procurement for Whole Foods, said in a statement.’” 

 

 

Competition 
Whole Foods’ efforts to lose its “whole paycheck” image have begun, at least in Manhattan. The company is beating out some 

traditional grocery stores as consumers seek more specialty items and healthier food. 

 

Sept. 3 Bloomberg article 

Whole Foods recently was found to be one of the cheapest grocers in Manhattan. 

 “Whole Foods is trying to shed its ‘whole paycheck’ image by lowering its prices as other companies push into 

organic produce and is now one of the cheapest grocery store chains in Manhattan. Only Fairway Market was shown 

having a cheaper basket of groceries.” 

 “A basket of 97 items, including orange juice and frozen pizza, was $391.39 at Whole Foods, compared with 

$398.44 from Fresh Direct and $458.84 at Gristedes, according to the study led by Jennifer Bartashus, a Bloomberg 

Intelligence analyst in Skillman, New Jersey. Food Emporium and D’Agostino also were more expensive than Whole 

Foods in New York City.” 

 “The nation’s largest natural-goods grocer has been lowering its prices, especially on produce, to better compete 

with food sellers that are aggressively pushing into organics. The Austin, Texas-based company also will try to boost 

sales with a new marketing campaign starting this fall, Co-Chief Executive Officer Walter Robb said on a conference 

call in July.” 

 
 “Whole Foods was still pricier than Fairway Market, whose basket of goods was $347.10. New York-based Fairway 

Group Holdings Corp. (FWM) went public last year and recently began offering delivery in some markets. The chain 

has boosted sales by expanding in densely populated areas in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut.” 

 

Nov. 5 Business Insider article 

Whole Foods is gaining share on traditional supermarkets among customers seeking specialty and healthy eating choices 

and creatively prepared meals. Traditional grocers are closing stores while Whole Foods continues to open new locations. 

 “The company’s shares soared on the news that it is planning to build more stores and update its loyalty program 

and mobile app. But as the organic grocery thrives, traditional supermarkets are losing market share.” 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-09-03/whole-foods-plays-bargain-grocer-in-manhattan.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/whole-foods-is-slowly-killing-traditional-supermarkets-2014-11
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 “Customers are seeking either specialty assortments or great value, according to a recent report by the real-estate 

investment firm JLL.While high-end grocers like Whole Foods and cheap retailers like Family Dollar will expand in the 

coming years, traditional grocery stores like Kroger, Giant Eagle, and Publix could close stores.” 

 “‘Millennials and boomers alike are focusing more on healthy eating choices and creatively prepared meals,’ the 

analysts wrote. This puts grocery stores, which fall somewhere between organic retailers and discounters, in a 

difficult position.” 

 “Consumers are also buying groceries from several different places, including online. This gives smaller and specialty 

retailers an advantage over supermarkets. Consumers are also becoming less interested in retailers like Walmart 

and Target, according to a recent note by Goldman Sachs. Instead, ‘Consumers appear more focused on some 

combination of value and convenience,’ the analysts write.” 

 
 

 

Additional research by Emily Carr, Jacqueline Fox, Tina Strasser, Kevin Martin, Eugenia Lee, Cindy Elsberry and Mason Rudy. 
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