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A Long Line for a Shorter Wait at the Supermarket

Robert Caplin for The New York Times
Sam Baris directing customers at Whole Foods in Columbus Circle, where the long line moves quickly.
By MICHAEL BARBARO
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For its first stores here, Whole Foods, the gourmet supermarket, directs customers to form
serpentine single lines that feed into a passel of cash registers.

Banks have used a similar system for decades. But supermarkets, fearing a long line will
scare off shoppers, have generally favored the one-line-per-register system.

By 7 p.m. on a weeknight, the lines at each of the four Whole Foods stores in Manhattan
can be 50 deep, but they zip along faster than most lines with 10 shoppers.
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The science of keeping lines moving, known as queue

The New York Times—— here, with sales of $42 million per store last year,
according to Modern Grocer, a trade publication.

Some of its competitors acknowledge they are feeling a bit of line envy. “I should give ita
closer look,” said John A. Catsimatidis, owner of the Gristede’s chain, which uses the
traditional line system.

Even New York grocery chains that use a similar system but on a smaller scale admire the
efficiency of Whole Foods. “It's very impressive,” said Jon Basalone, a senior vice
president at Trader Joe’s.

Lines can also hurt retailers. Starbucks spooked investors last summer when it said long
lines for its cold beverages scared off customers. Wal-Mart, too, has said that slow
checkouts have turned off many.

And they are easily turned off. Research has shown that consumers routinely perceive the
wait to be far longer than it actually is.
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“We have good clocks in our heads for roughly three minutes,” said Paco Underhill,
founder of Envirosell, a retail consulting firm.

“Once we get beyond that, time expands wildly,” he said. “If somebody is there for 4.5
minutes and you ask them how long they waited, they will say 15 minutes.”

In most of the United States, the wait in a grocery store checkout line is negligible — under
a minute, Mr. Underhill has found.

Then there is New York City. Here, hundreds of shoppers, in grocery stores that feel as
cramped as a junior one-bedroom, can wait 10 minutes or more to reach a cashier.

Whole Foods executives spent months drawing up designs for a new line system in New
York that would be unlike anything in their suburban stores, where shoppers form one line
in front of each register.

That traditional system, they determined, would take up too much space and could not
handle the crowds they expected here.

The single-line, bank-style system was quickly chosen for its statistical efficiency. Then,
Whole Foods paired the system with possibly the largest number of registers in the city,
more than 30 per store, and it hired an army of cashiers to staff them throughout the day
(including “floaters” to fill in for those who need a break).

The result is one of the fastest grocery store lines in the city. An admittedly unscientific
survey by this reporter found that at peak shopping times — Sunday, from 4 p.m. to 6 p.m.
— aline at Whole Foods checked out a person every 4.5 seconds, compared with 19.6
seconds for a line at Trader Joe’s.

Granted, it may not be an apples-to-organic-apples comparison, but when faced with a line
of 50 people, it takes about 4 minutes to check out at Whole Foods, half the time it takes at
competing chains with significantly shorter lines. (With a 7-person line at Zabar’s one
Sunday, it took about 8 minutes to check out. With just 10 people in line, it took about 13
minutes at the Food Emporium.)

“Whole Foods has just figured it out,” said Kelli Wicker, 38, who waited less than two
minutes to buy $15 worth of groceries at the Whole Foods at Union Square, despite a line
of more than a dozen people.

Perhaps the most important role players in the Whole Foods system are the “line
managers,” who monitor the flow of people, direct them to a cash register and, when
needed, hold up signs saying how long it will take to check out. In another innovation,
color-coded digital screens are now replacing those humans.
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Others have tried to copy the Whole Foods system, including Trader Joe’s, a popular
California grocery chain that opened its first Manhattan store last year. But with far fewer
cash registers, lines often snake around the entire perimeter of the store. The waiton a
typical Sunday night is about 20 minutes (which might explain why a screaming match
broke out one Sunday after a customer tried to sneak into the middle of the 75-person
line).

“It is something that we recognize and would like to remedy,” said Mr. Basalone of Trader
Joe’s.

Michael Ridgway, 33, no longer shops at Trader Joe’s. “The line just does not move and
makes it impossible to shop in the store,” he said. But every week, he and his girlfriend,
Jennifer Tolan, 29, queue up, with 50 to 70 strangers, at Whole Foods in Columbus Circle.
“You can’t pick a slow line,” Ms. Tolan said.
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