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Ab s tract tional markets.7 

This paper provides support for the "Wheel of P.e­
tailing" concept in the field of grocery (super­
market) retailing. Past and current trends are de­
scribed. Because of changes in so many areas of the 
supermarket industry, 'capsule" summaries are pro­
vided for each. However, the paper is heavily docu­
mented and provides the reader with sources for 
further inves tigation . 

Introduction The theory o£ the "Wheel of Re t a iling" 
i s st ill alive and well. This paper provides some 
evidence that there is a continuing evolution (or 
revolution) in the retailing field to support the 
"retailing wheel" concept. A major example in our 
economy is the changes which have taken place in 
the reta il groce ry market. Supermarkets, in partic ­
ular, have gone through many s tages of development 
and re-developmen t . They experience ,. eve r yday" con­
sumer-retailer contacts a nd are a prima ry force in 
the r e tailing industry . A preliminary s tudy by 
Patton and DeLozier suggests that supermarkets are 
following the traditional "Hheel of Retailing" con­
cept. This paper updates and greatly expands their 
work.l 

Because of space limita tions, t he authors provide 
t he reade r with " caps ulized" trends within the mul­
ti- faceted business of s upermarket retailing . How­
ever, the r eader may further i nvest i gate these 
trends by inspecting the bibliography which the 
authors will f urnish, on ~equest. 

Warehouse St ores Tr.e ,.Jarehouse s t ore concept is 
currently on an upS\Jing . The s t ore which has re­
cently gotten the most at~ention is Cub Foods in 
Xinnesota , owned by Supe r Valu. It s first unit o­
pened in early 1902. Along with its expans i on a re 
other ' ·me- t oo" s tores which are copying its early 
success . One a uthor at Progr ess i ve Grocer be lieves 
that 'this is the hottest devel ooment since Cla­
rence Saunders came up with self :_service. ,,z The 
hars hes t critics of these stores predict a maximum 
of 500 wa r ehouse stores across the country. The op­
timis t s predic t ~000. 3 Super Va lu states tha t one 
Cub ma rket i s equal to t en conventiona l s upe rma r ­
kets , 4 r err.iniscent of :::afe,;ay ' s prediction, a bout 
3G years ago, that the new 1950 model s tore s hgul d 
be equal to three of t he previous 1940 models . 

TI1ese stores l ook like grocery wa rehouses with wide 
a i s l es a nd high ceilings . Extra merchandise i s 
s tocked above the customer ' s eye l evel, a nd brought 
do•m, as needed , wi th a fo r k li f t, simi lar t o the 
i dea used by Levitz Furniture . This prac tice reas­
s ures cus t omer s that there i s pl enty of back-up 
stock , e s pec i a lly wLen the product is "on s pec i al". 
This t echnique, combining warehouse with selling 
f loor, a lso permits the operator to purchase large 
quantities of discounted merchandise, fea ture a 
special price f or l onger periods of time than com­
petitors norma lly do, and become the only s tore in 
the a r ea which con t inues t o feature a ttrac tive 
prices on t he i t em(s) ,6 

Turnover i s so rapid that a few operator s c l aim 
t hat custome r s purchase t he me rchandise before t hey 
h&ve t o pay their s upplie rs. Studies of the t rading 
areas for "new" warehouse s t or es show that they 
have approximately three times t he a r ea of conven-
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At one stage in the \fueel of Reta iling, many pro­
ducts were delivered directly t o the store. Saf eway 
led a group which protested this practice, and by 
tLe 1970s, most chains relied largely on their ware­
house for products. Today' s ' 'new" warehouse store 
reverses the trend, and sorr.e of them are getting ug 
to 30% of their merchandise direct from suppliers. 
Their sheer size even permits truckload deliveries 
of produce, which a convent ional supermarket could 
not, or would not, t ake . Yet the Cub s t ores supple­
ment the "warehouse" look in dry groceries with a 
"full serv i ce" look in other parts of the store. 
A scratch bakery, delicatessen , cheese alcove, fresr 
meat section, and frozen foods, all using scanning 
l abels, a re provided.9 

One can see why it is currently difficult t o define 
a warehouse store. Hhereas t hey began with l ow ser­
vice leve l s and limited selection, today t hey are 
much larger and cautiousl y attempt to provide a 
choice of groceries as well as one-of-a-kind items. 
Since the dry grocery section y ields such slim mar­
gins, these new stores have added specialty depar t­
ments with normal rr.argins . An expert in the field, 
Willard Bishop, summarizes the current trend : "The 
~ey to future growth will be for a warehous e s tore 
to continue t o know when to add variety of service 
and when to avoid a dding 'j ust another f rill ' to 
their evol ving concept•:IO 

The largest supermarket company, Safeway, j oined tte 
ranks this past year with its version of tLe wa re­
house marke t in Arlington, Texas . The store ha s 3 
distinct areas: groceries, non- fo ods, and s ervice 
department s a nd pharmacy , whe r e cus tomers can shop 
only one sec t i on a nd get out fas t.ll An "al l open 
front' ' to t hi s uni que store lets cus t ome r s see how 
different it i s f rom tl:e "all c losed front" Safeway 
opened acr oss the country in the 1950s , which re­
search determined was efficient to the operator but 
too drastic a change for the housewife.12 The se 
changes sugges t that supermarke t wa r ehouse stores 
are evolving i n th is country , bu t with a dif ferent 
twis t. 

Generics Jev1el Tea in Chicago , gene r a lly credited 
with estab l ishing generi cs i n this country only 5 
years a go, thinl~s tr.at t hey have passed tl-.ei r peal~, 

but will s t ay and continue important in certain 
product gr oups . President Henson predicts an over­
all sales level of 1.5% f or generics, althou~h a 
5% share in some produc t area s is poss ible.l- I t 
a ppears t hat generics in genera l have not reall y 
caugh t on a nd might have pla t eaued . 

Country Store This concept , tried by Red Owl to 
bring back t he nos talgic f eatures of yes terday ' s 
gr ocer y store, changed direction this past year. 
Their 7-Hi Country Stores in Mi nneapolis were r e ­
mode l ed to add a service pizza s hop , made- to-of~er 
pies in 12 var ieties, a salad bar, and bake ry . 
The bulk food concept, not unique t o Red Owl, con­
tinues with spec i a l emphas is in a new Ra l phs Los 
Angeles s tore, with huge signs f rom a wa r ehouse­
l ike ceil ing proclaiming "Save Up t o 40% on Bulk 
Foods" _15 One of the new Edwards f ood wa r ehouses i n 
Connecticut t ook a " gi an t step backwards " i n t he 
minds of some,by me r chandising more tha n 200 i tems 
in ba rrels , to be bagged by custome r s , a nd priced 



at two weighing stations. Observers reminded the 
young shoppers of today that this practice was com­
mon 50 years ago.l6 The Country Store concept wa s 
carried too f a r and is now beginning to provide 
more services . 

Financial Services They have been extended t o about 
10% of a ll stores wit h a banking operations t e r mi­
na l, but the trend towa rd an array of f inancial 
services, which Kroger and others are experimenting 
with,l7 does no t appear to have s pread as fast as 
predicted during the past year. However, one stor e , 
Super John, in Minnesota, has added a full serv i ce 
bank under the same roof.lD Ther efore, this trend 
nas-not been fully esta blished. 

Gourme t Foods They continue t he i r t rend a nd are now 
stocked by 56% of a ll stor es .l9 One observer calls 
this the "democratization of fine foods.2Qr: Safeway 
raised a few eyebrows last year with its two Bon 
Appetit stores in the San Francisco area. Now Shop­
well has 12 Food Emporiums in New York City , and 
Grand Union has 59 Food ~arket s t ores in Westches­
ter County , New York fo r a gour met emphas is. 21 
Giant Foods opened a "truly gourmet super store" 
appropr i a t ely called "Somepla ce Spec i a l " in the 
Washington, D. C. a r ea . 22 

Gourmet has seen a gradual growt h for some time, 
but today' s t ypical store has a "packaged'', almost 
entirely dry gr ocery s ection. The newer approaches 
add t o th~with a n impressive array of service de­
partmen t s , such a s scratch bakeries which g i ve of f 
a deligh tful a r oma of cookies and c r oissants right 
f rom the oven, an expanded produce department to 
include exotic items like Bel g ian endive or kiwi 
f ruit, ser v i ce mea t counter s , ser v i ce sea food 
counters with cauldrons of piping hot chowders, 
f ull service delis , fresh pasta s ections which dry 
their multi-col ored strands on racks, coffee a nd 
t ea boutiques , wine depart men ts, a nd gourmet cook­
ware counters. ~hey are far c r i es from the typ i cal 
four- foo t gondola marked '·Gourmet Sec t ion' · in many 
s t ores j us t a few year s ago . 23 

The gourmet t rend has ex t ended espec i a lly to ethnic 
foods. I t a l ian foods used t o be limited t o spaghetti 
and mea tba lls, but t oday many s t or es f ea ture en­
trees, s oups, a nd a wide variety of spaghetti 
sauces . 24 Gi ft baskets of gourmet f oods , once found 
only at special ty stores , a re one of t he bes t sel l­
ing items a t Gel son ' s i n Los Angeles . 25 

Bagging Bagging by cus t ome r s s till exis t s at Appl e ­
baum ' s and a few other chains , but t his change o f 
service from employee t o cus t omer received a l mos t 
no not i ce in the supermar~e t literature of this 
pas t year. The f act that most stor es continue to 
offer bagging service, despi t e i t s cos t s , i ndi­
cates t ha t they an t i c ipate c ustomer di s sati sfac t ion 
if t he service is s hifted to t hem. The status of 
bagging s hould continue t o be monitored. 

Compe t ition fr om Ea t ing Places Supermarkets are 
i ncreasingly aware of t he gr owi ng competition from 
"ea t i ng-out " pl aces . The trend i n the lat ter' s 
f avor cont inued this yea r and is ve r y pronounced 
if we go ba ck 20 years . In 1960 f ood ea t en a t home 
took 16 .0% of cons ume r dis posab l e i ncome . But by 
1982 thi s figure has f a llen to 11. 7%. 

a ow a re s upe r markets comba tting thi s trend? I n t he 
past yea r , s upe r markets have placed much more em­
pha s is on carr y- out f oods . One of t he hottest a r eas 
has been take- out pi zza (ma de in the store , sold 
f r esh, not fro zen) . Hany stores have 3 or 4 var ­
i et i es of ready- t o- go pizzas for busy shoppers. 
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Other stores will make up custom pizzas while cus ­
tomers are shopping elsewhere in the store. 27 

A new trend i s for supermarke t s t o offer almos t as 
many sala d i ngredients a s customers can f i nd i n a 
Wendy's or a Burger King r i gh t in the supermarket , 
in the produce department a nd d ispla yed on a bed of 
c r ushed ice . Some ma r kets price all va r iet i es at a 
flat $1 . 99 per pound . 28 While mos t stores f ea t ur e 
only vegetab les, Stop & Shop i n Boston off ers f ruit 
tha~ cu29omers can combine i n a salad of t heir 
cholce. 

Restaurants of course are f igh ting ba ck. Some Pizza 
Huts bough t a Chevette for each unit and put up a 
sign proc l a i ming "We Now Del iver " .30 Othe r spec i a lty 
r e s t a urants stress t ake-home mercha ndise i n addit i on 
to on- site con s ump t ion . Examples a r e "I Can't Bel ieve 
I t' s Yogur t", a 16 unit cha i n which t a ke s advantage 
of the strong yogurt trend this past year, and 
Winchell' s Donut stores , which have added a new line 
of deli s andwi ches, additiona l baked goods i t ems , 
a nd even i ce cream t o e ncourage added t a ke - home 
sa les . 31 

Cart Thef t A con tinuing probl em i s cart theft . At ­
t empts to r educe thi s probl em have been r enewed , but 
a recent survey showed t hat the average s upermar ket 
loses 22 carts a year, or an additional cost of a p­
proximately $1500.32 

Parking Lots When Safewa y f irs t ente r ed the New Yor k 
City area i n a b i g way , few s tores had parkin g l o t s 
because of the expense . The Oakl and, California 
chain learned t hat there was a continuous pol i c ing 
job t o keep other cars ou t of the ir Manhattan park­
ing l ots . 33 This year Pa thma r k began construct i on 
on a 38 , 000 sqft . store in Chinatown, in l ower Man­
hattan. The chain estimates that 300 , 000 shoppers 
r e side wi t hin an 8 minute drive of this locat i on 
They are planning a 200 car par king lot, possibl y 
the l a rge s t on t he isl and . 34 Pathmark says the 
communi t y i s excited about the new s t ore , but on 
a previ ous occasi on a ne\; EcDonald ' s in upper Man­
hattan me t wi th cons iderable community r ejection, 
a nd the pla ns for the new r estaurant were aban­
doned. 35 

Single Shoppers Population changes continue to af ­
fect s upe rma rket r etailing . Si ngle person house­
hol ds now represent 23% of t he total , up 64 % in the 
pas t decade . One s tudy finds t his group more s t ore 
and br and l oyal than o t her groups , and spending 
more groce r y dollars per capit a (per haps because 
t hey have l ess time t o s hop) . Most food in s t ores 
i s packa ged f or l arger househol ds , so the gr owing 

s ingle s hopper must be kep t i n mi nd. He or she is 
l ess a pt t o shop fo r ba r ga i ns, so s uperma rket ad­
vertising directed to this group can put less em­
phasis on pr ice and more on ot her fea t ur es. The 
s i ngl e s hopper i s also l ess l ikely to use coupons . 36 

lieat a nd Pr oduce I n the 1950s ther e was a general 
trend from service to self - service mea ts . But today 
t here i s a re- emphasis on meat as a card inal at­
t r a c tion, especially where t he reemergence of fr esh 
meat sec tions ha s t aken place . 50 Pr oduce i s a l mos t 
as important a drawing card as meat t o other s uper ­
market operator s . Not everyone has been a s success ­
f ul as t he new Irvine Ranch Farmer s l1arke t i n Los 
Angeles . They took t heir know-how f rom year s of r un­
ning roadside produce s t ands and put it t o work in 
t heir store. Today sal es have r eached a n unbel i ev­
able 35% of t o t a l store vol ume . 51 

Schnuck of St . Louis ended an experiment to se ll 
produce by the pound instead of by the piece , af t er 



so many customers complained,52 a lthough there ap­
pears to be no uniformity on this practice. Some 
stores stress special merchandise to boost produce 
sales. In addition to the Gelson 's gift baskets, 
previous l y c ited, some operators have done well with 
gif t boxes of braided garlic .53 

Bakery Operations They often stress the importance 
of loca l e thnic groups , since t heir consumption of 
bakery products seems to vary widely. For example , 
H.E.B. finds a real difference in their new in­
store bakeries operating in s outh Texas, with about 
95% Hispanic customers, and in east central Texas, 
where Czech and Polish groups a r e in the maj ority . 54 
Some s t or es a r e putting bread in baskets, a custom 
widely used in Europe .55 A prediction made in the 
1960s that bakery sections would become entir ely 
frozen seems to be prema ture . 56 

Labor On the labor front, there appea r to be two 
distinct trends. Stores continue to try to reduce 
labor costs by shifting duties t o customers, ye t 
most new s t ores have a dded, quite successfully, 
departments with full service. But Super John's, 
in northern Minnesota , boas ts that wi th limited 
service specialty departme nts , the store can still 
keep labor cost s down to Y,% of sa les.57 Secondly, 
there appears t o be a trend t oward non-union op­
erations in a field where unions have long been 
dominant. One observer says that the demise of 
unionized Fed Xart was a good wa rning. 58 

Deli Departments Servi ce delis a re now found in 
50% of a ll stores .59 The de li trend continues but 
retailers are worrying more a bout product quality 
and sani t a t ion.60 Service delis a r e still lagging 
in the West , of t en a leader in most other super­
market trends, yet they a~e almos t universal in 
the North Atlantic region.6l 

Da iry Section There has been a downward~trend in 
dairy products consumption since 1977.6L But a 
counter trend of increasing in t erest in nutrition 
has helped spur sales of some dair y products, es­
pecially yogurt a nd low- fat items . 03 A new blanch­
i ng process helps keep milk fresh almost three 
times as long . 

Services Offered Supe rmariets continue to augment 
their income by offer ing servi ces , as well as pro­
ducts, t o customers. For rental a re l arge coffee 
makers, carpet c leaners , a nd other infrequently 
used products . To kee p children amused in the stor e , 
more supermarkets offer kiddie rides , videogames, 
but fewer seem t o have children's theatr es . 4 

Machines are a l so available t o laminate cus t omer' s 
records, test their blood pressure, copy their let­
ters and documents, and give them cash when a bank 
card is inserted . There is a growing marke t in 
video casset te rentals . 65 Still ot he r stores are 
ver y s uccessful in offering catering services . 66 

Advertising Price adve rtis ing in news papers is the 
most wide ly used method s upermarkets use today , 
as they have fo r many years . The preferred adver­
tising day is still \lednesday . 6 7 One opera t or, 
King Mart in south Texas, recently switched from 
a major emphas is on price adver tis ing in newspapers 
to TV "image" advertising, after a new agency f ound 
that c ustome rs in his market d i d not sel ect stores 
because of price ads. They used t hese ads , there­
search s howed , only to dete rmine which items to 
buy after they had dec ided whi ch s t ore to shop. 68 
Change may be in t he wind ! 

Longer-Term Trends What are the t r ends in the new-
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er departments that the supermarket industry has pro­
vided f or the benefit of its customers? In the period 
from 19 76 to 1982, the f ol lowing trends are ap­
parent :69 

Merchandise/Services 

Service Delis, Film Pro-

Trend 

cessing Healthy Increase 
Bake-off Bakery Depart-

ments, Sit Down Eating, 
Pharmacies Good Increase 

Scra tch Bakeries, Cater­
ing 

Garden Supplies 
Fl or als 

Only Gradual Inc r ease 
Modes t Downward Trend 
St eep Decline 

And ye t, in 1983 , these specialty oper a tions a re 
found in half or more of all stores surveyed.70 

Merchandise 

Vitamins 
Cosme tics 
Gourmet Equipment Rental 
Service Deli 

% of All Stores 

90% 
79 
56 
50 

Other merchandise which was found in l ess than half 
of the total number of stores were the following: 

Nutrition and Health Fds. 49% 
Serv i ce Meat 38 
Film Processing 38 
Video Games 37 
Bake-off Bakery 30 
Fresh Fish 17 
Scratch Bakery 1 7 
Catering 14 
Banking Operations 10 
Sit Down Eating 8 
Pharmac ies 7 

Conclus ion Conventional supermarke ts became ver y 
impersonal in the 1S60s and 1970s . Since the Wheel 
of Retailing keeps spinning, we are probably not 
surprised that there seems to be a str ong trend 
t oward personal attention in the 1980s. It is 
the consensus of oper ators surveyed that the con­
ventional supermarket mus t play a different role 
in the future, and will perhaps be the most suc­
cessful in smaller cities . 71 

Ahead, just next year, is the star t of perhaps 
a new trend in this dynamic field, the hyper­
marche , heretofor e found only in its pure form 
in Europe . The first full scale U. S. hyper­
marche is set f or Cincinnat i sometime in 
1984 . 72 

We can only repea t (and in t his paper , hopefully 
support) that the Wheel of Ret ailing is not 
stagnant ; it keeps spinning in the s uperma rket 
i ndustry . 
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