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Supermarket retailer Whole Foods Market has been a premier grocery store for

organic food since it's conception in 1980. In its 40-year year history, it has grown

into a franchise with 500 stores across the United States, but the chain faces

numerous issues. Whole Foods is known to have high prices for groceries compared

to competitors. The store was nicknamed "Whole Paycheck" due to the prices

customers had to pay for items. In 2015, it was the focus of a major overpricing

scandal in New York City. The study found that Whole Foods Market was

overcharging customers (Maverick 2019).  

 

The grocery store chain is also struggling with its relationship with communities of

color. When Whole Foods enters a community of color, it is a sign of gentrification.

The study "Healthy Food Stores, Greenlining and Food Gentrification: Contesting

New Forms of Privilege, Displacement and Locally Unwanted Land Uses in

Racially Mixed Neighborhoods," found that stores labeled as healthy and natural can

"create socio-spatial inequality together with privilege, exclusion, and displacement

in racially diverse neighborhoods," (Anguelovski 2015). Lastly, the COVID-19

pandemic has revealed issues with employees. On March 31, 2020, Whole Foods

employees demonstrated a "sick out" demanding paid leave for sick workers, hazard

pay, and free coronavirus testing for workers (Gurley 2020). 

WHAT  ARE  THE  PROBLEMS  WHOLE  FOODS  IS  FACING?

RESEARCH  OBJECTIVES

Assess how the COVID-19 pandemic affected Whole Foods 
Understand the strained relationship between Whole Foods and communities of

color 
Identify how Whole Foods changed once purchased by Amazon

RESEARCH  QUESTIONS

RQ 1: Who is the target consumer of Whole Foods Market? 

RQ 2: What impact does Whole Foods Market have on communities of color? 

RQ 3: How has Whole Foods Market been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ 4: How did Amazon's purchase of Whole Foods change the company? 



People who shop at Whole Foods are ______________. 

When I think of Whole Foods I think of _____________. 

Whole Foods stores are located in _____________ communities. 

I would  shop at Whole Foods because of _____________. 

I would not shop at Whole Foods because of ___________. 

Secondary Research: Sources for data and information about Whole Foods were

acquired from secondary sources like Vice, Business Insider, Investopedia, and

real estate news websites. The Syracuse University library was also used to help

find additional academic, peer-reviewed sources, and research databases. These

sources provided information about Whole Foods, their response to COVID-19,

and gentrification.  

 

Syndicated Research: Mintel was used to get data about the thoughts and

attitudes of shoppers before the acquisition of Whole Foods by Amazon. 

 Simmons Insights was used to confirm all data. 

 

Social Media Listening: Brand24 was used to examine people's attitudes toward

Whole Foods. The keywords used were "Whole Foods", "Amazon",

"Gentrification" and "COVID-19." Google Trends was used to examine the

current attitudes and relevant topics about the brand and see how it ranks next to

its competitors. 

 

Qualitative Research: The projective technique of sentence completion was used.

There were 28 respondents (3 men and 25 women) from the Northeast region.

Two of the respondents identified as White and 26 identified as Black. Of the

respondents, 15 said they shop at Whole Foods and 13 do not. 

 

Respondents filled in the blanks on the following questions: 

 

METHODOLOGY



According to the article Whole Foods Market, Marketing Strategies and Programs

Analysis, the target consumer of the brand "are individuals and families whose

income is well above the national average, lead a healthy lifestyle and conscious of

environment," (Vennamaneni 2017). Those consumers also "have college degrees

and live in upscale sub-urban or metropolitan areas." These consumers are wealthy

and don't usually shop at discount stores because they do not need to.  Data released

by Forbes in the article Whole Foods Knows Its Customers. Do You Know Yours?,

"Whole Foods customers make more money, as they are 154% more likely to earn

more than $200,000," (Hyken 2018.)

 

Data from Simmons supports the claims that the target consumer of Whole Foods

Market is wealthier than the average and has a high level of education.  

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Research Question 1: Who is the target consumer of Whole Foods Market? 

Figure 1 - Source: Simmons Insights

Figure 2 - Source: Simmons Insights

ANSWER



Data from Simmons supports the claims  and shows that consumers who are White

and have an income of more than $100,000 are 41% more likely to shop at Whole

Foods. 

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 3 - Source: Simmons Insights

The typical Whole Foods Market consumer is one that is wealthy with a high level

of education. This consumer does not shop at other grocery stores like Walmart

because they don't need discounts and they can afford to pay the price for luxury,

organic food products. The median income level for the consumer is $113,946.

Their consumers who have college degrees make up more than 60 percent of the

total and more than half of consumers make more than $100,000 annually.

Research Question 1: Who is the target consumer of Whole Foods Market? 

CONCLUSION

Results from projective techniques are consistent with the findings. Out of 28

respondents who answered "People who shop at Whole Foods are _______"

there were 13 mentions of wealth, 15 mentions of health and 2 mentions of

race indicating White/Caucasian. 



A conceptual map was created with phrases from respondent answers in the

sentence completion activity revealing attitudes towards Whole Foods and the

target consumer. 

Figure 4 - Conceptual Map 



Figure 5 - Source: Word cloud with results from sentence completion activity

For the question "When I think of Whole Foods I think of __________." there

were 19 mentions of healthy food and 13 mentions of high prices. 

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 6 - Source: Word cloud with results from sentence completion activity

For the question "People who shop at Whole Foods are _________." there were 19

mentions of healthy food and 13 mentions of wealth and 2 mentions of race (White). 



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Research Question 2: What impact does Whole Foods Market have on communities of color?

ANSWER

When a Whole Foods Market enters a community, property values rise. This may

seem like a good thing, but this negatively impacts communities of color. According

to an article by Johns Hopkins Magazine, food deserts are part of the landscape for

poor, urban neighborhoods across the United States (Sherman 2014). These areas are

typically communities of color and food deserts are "geographic areas where

residents' access to affordable, healthy food options (especially fresh fruits and

vegetables) is restricted or nonexistent due to absence of grocery stores within

convenient traveling distance," (Food Empowerment Project).  

A 2015 study by RealtyTrac found that properties with a Whole Foods Market

within its zip code increase by nearly 34 percent, (Thorsby 2016). When the

property values rise in those communities, the people who live there can no longer

afford to and they are pushed out. "When Whole Foods opened a location in an

African-American Detroit community an inundation of white residents popped up in

the area. The real estate site Zillow has noted that whenever a Whole Foods or

similar grocery chains enter such neighborhoods, property values also rise,"

(Durocher 2019). It is important to be aware that people who live in food deserts

suffer from an array of health issues including diabetes, hypertension, and other

conditions. They need access to organic and natural food options, but Whole Foods

does more damage to the communities by coming in.

 

Isabelle Anguelovski, author of Healthy Food Stores, Greenlining, and Food

Gentrification: Contesting New Forms of Privilege, Displacement and Locally

Unwanted Land Uses in Racially Mixed Neighborhoods used a case of a conflict

about a Whole Foods in the Boston-area to "examine how food venues and stores

labeled as healthy and natural can create socio-spatial inequality together with

privilege, exclusion and displacement in racially diverse neighborhoods..."

(Anguelovski 2015). This is called the "Whole Foods effect." Not only does this

push Black and Brown residents out of their own communities, but many also

cannot afford to shop at Whole Foods. Racial data from Simmons shows that only 9

percent of Whole Foods consumers are Black and 14.1 percent identify as Hispanic.

The brand has an overwhelming customer make up of White consumers. About 66

percent of Whole Foods consumers are White.  



Figure 7 - Source: Simmons Insights

Figure 8 - Source: Simmons Insights

Data from Simmons Insights shows that Black consumers are 73 percent less likely

to shop at Whole Foods and Hispanic/Latino consumers are 87 percent less likely to

shop at the store. 

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  



Figure 9 - Source: Simmons Insights

The results of qualitative research are consistent with the findings. There were

mentions of gentrification in the sentence completion activities on two questions. 

CONCLUSION

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  



Figure 10 - Source: Word cloud with results from sentence completion activity

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  
Research Question 3: How has Whole Foods Market been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?

ANSWER

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the store implemented new policies in

hopes of keeping customers and employees safe. For customer safety, the store

required face masks and coverings, implemented special hours for at-risk

populations, created accelerated lanes, limited hours, and expanded capacity to

service Prime members with free, two-hour grocery delivery. In an effort to keep

employees safe, the company implemented daily cleaning protocols, mandated

social distancing, required face masks, gloves and protective shields, daily

temperature checks. A Consumer Health & Safety Index survey released by Ipsos

ranked Whole Foods as one of the best in their response to coronavirus.

For the question "Whole Foods is located in ___ communities." there were

mentions of gentrification. 



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 11 - Source: @WholeFoods/Twitter (March 18,2020)



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 12 - Source: @WholeFoods/Twitter (March 21,2020



"Whole Foods outperformed all other retailers, according to Ipsos, and secured its

spot at first place on the firm’s health and safety index. Ninety-eight percent of store

employees wore face coverings indoors while 91 percent adhered to a 6-foot social

distance when interacting with customers. Additionally, 95 percent of checkout

counters had plexiglass barriers installed in addition to 87 percent of stores

providing contactless payment methods," (Moore 2020).  

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 13 - Source: Ipsos article (June 2020) 

Listed on the company website, it says that employees will have unlimited call-outs

and two-weeks paid time off for employees in quarantine or diagnosed with

COVID-19 (Whole Foods 2020). However, the company faced backlash in the

public eye. The company fired an employee who created a list of COVID-19 cases

in their U.S. stores because the company wouldn't make that information available to

the public (Gurley 2020). They also fired two other employees who criticized the

company's warehouse workplace conditions (Greene 2020).  

Contrary to the employee policies the brand has on its website, in March, Whole

Foods employees planned a sick out to demand paid leave for all workers who self-

quarantine, free coronavirus testing for employees, and hazard pay for workers

(Gurley 2020). Employees alleged that the company failed to prioritize the safety of

its workers. That same month, CEO John Mackey suggested that employees donate

their paid time off to each other during the pandemic (Cain 2020).  



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 14 - Source: @CBSNews/Twitter (March 13, 2020)



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 15 - Source: @WholeWorkerWFM/Twitter (March 29,2020)

Whole Foods workers used this flyer to stage the sick out demanding more from the

organization in its response of COVID-19. 



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 16 - Source: Google Trends

Data from Google Trends reveals that the topics of COVID-19 related to Whole

Foods were popular searches.



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

CONCLUSION

Research Question 3: How has Whole Foods Market been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?

Whole Foods ranked as one of the best companies in its response to COVID-19 and

they instituted a lot of policies to keep their customers safe. However, they missed

the mark in the way they treated employees during the pandemic.  Qualitative

research revealed that more exploration would be needed. None of the respondents

mentioned COVID-19 as a concern for why they would or would not shop at Whole

Foods. 

Research Question 4: How did Amazon's purchase of Whole Foods change the company?

ANSWER

In 2017, Amazon announced

the acquisition of Whole

Foods Market for $13.7

billion. Mintel data revealed

that at the time, 42% of

grocery shoppers wanted

technology to save them

money on items they are

looking for and 39% of

shoppers wanted technology

to save them time at

checkout. Various desires for

implementation for

technology included saving

time and money, informing

them about product safety,

introducing them to new

products, and delivery,

(Bloom 2016). 

Figure 17 - Mintel



One of the biggest changes to Whole Foods was the implementation of Amazon Prime to

the company infrastructure. This implementation of a membership model not only gave

certain customers discounts, but it also led to a partnership with the company Instacart.

"However, the impact of Prime goes well beyond in-store discounts. In 2014, Whole

Foods and Instacart partnered to bring home deliveries to multiple markets. The business

model was straight forward: Instacart shoppers would receive an order for a customer, go

to the local Whole Foods, complete the shopping trip, and deliver the items to the

customer's house within a specified timeframe," (Banker 2019). 

 

This caused tension between Amazon's ability to deliver and Instacart. The relationship

between Whole Foods and Instacart ended in 2019 making Amazon the primary delivery

service for the brand. "Whole Foods was once the crown jewel in Instacart’s delivery

portfolio as one of its earliest and highest-profile partners. In 2016 the two announced a

five-year delivery partnership in which Instacart reportedly had an exclusive deal on

delivering perishables. But Amazon buying Whole Foods a year into the deal

complicated the relationship as the e-commerce giant had its own delivery ambitions,"

(Carson 2018).

 

The acquisition struggled in other areas as it ruined Whole Foods Market's relationship

with local food producers. The sales of the company grew, but customers complained of

empty shelves and were dissatisfied with the inventory system. In the past, the company

partnered with independent grocers and local products, but that ended when Amazon

took over. "Instead of relying on local staffers to find the best local products, it now

largely relies on executives at the Austin, Texas, home office to pick out store

inventory," (Filloon 2018).  

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 18 - Reddit thread by u/Atlas_Crystal (2019)



RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

Figure 19 - Reddit comment posted by TequilaSunburn (2019)

Figure 20 - Reddit comment posted by u/ireallyhateurnovelty

Figure 21 - Reddit comment posted by u/ireallyhateurnovelty



Workers also shared their experience saying that "conditions have declined" after the

acquisition. One employee said Amazon changed the company so much that Whole

Foods was unrecognizable. Others say Whole Foods became "bombarded with

everything Amazon" including promotions for Prime membership, Amazon lockers,

meal kits, and Amazon Prime shoppers (Sainato 2019). Workers have described Whole

Foods as a "subordinate to Amazon, where workers are primarily used to sell Amazon

Prime memberships and deals."  

RESULTS/FINDINGS/OBSERVATIONS  

CONCLUSION

Amazon's acquisition of Whole Foods allowed new technology to be implemented into

Whole Foods practices, but a new inventory system caused item shortages. The

acquisition also ruined the Whole Foods' relationship with Instacart and local grocers at

individual stores. Employees and customers also noticed a difference and they were not

afraid to discuss this publicly. 

 

Data from the sentence completion activity revealed new findings that should be

explored. Respondents did not directly mention Amazon by name, but the CEO of the

company Jeff Bezos was named. 

 

In the phrase "When I think of Whole Foods I think of ________," Jeff Bezos was

mentioned by one respondent. 

 

In the phrase "I would not shop at Whole Foods because of _______," Jeff Bezos was

mentioned by one respondent. 

INSIGHT

The typical Whole Foods consumer is a wealthy White, college-educated individual and

their stores are located in affluent communities. The brand is known as a sign of

gentrification in communities of color and public perception became negative when

Amazon purchased the company. During the COVID-19 crisis, their methods to keep

customers safe got them a spot as one of the companies with the best response, but they

struggled to implement policies to keep employees safe and satisfied.  



The Whole Foods consumer is dedicated to living a healthy lifestyle where the price is

no issue. The price of products creates a paradigm of privilege making it hard for

consumers who make less than $100,000 to afford to shop there. With the nickname

"Whole Paycheck" residents in communities of color cannot afford their products. It's

even worse when the "Whole Foods Effect" leads to residents of color being pushed out

of their neighborhoods.  

 

The brand's response to COVID-19 has been perceived well by customers, however,

consumers feel like the brand is shoving Amazon promotions and products down their

throat. The Amazon acquisition changed the business model of the brand and severed the

relationship the brand had with locally sourced products and growers.  

RATIONALE

RECOMMENDATIONS

Work on branding plan that focuses less on Amazon and more on the uniqueness of

Whole Foods Market 

Develop a plan for employee safety in the event of a future public health emergency

Strengthen the relationship with communities of color

Partner with smaller grocery stores in the community to provide products

Host community health classes to combat the high rate of food-related conditions

in urban communities

Help poor and rural communities get access to affordable food through community

programs

Find ways to cut the costs of products to make them more accessible to those who

make less than $100,000 per year

Create a customer loyalty program separate from Amazon Prime that offers discounts

QUALTRICS  SURVEY

https://syracuseuniversity.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_24fkkleWNfU8nNb
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APPENDICES

Figure 21 - Word Cloud Figure 22 - Word Cloud

Figure 23 - Forum post about Whole Foods/Brand 24

Figure 24 - Social media post about Whole Foods/Brand24

Word cloud created from the question

"I would not shop at Whole Foods

because of _______."

Word cloud created from the question

"When I think of Whole Foods I

think of __________."


