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On Execution: 
How Whole Foods Got It Right 

 
 
Before I say anything – anything at all – let me make a couple of things clear.  First, I 
have no professional or financial connection with the Whole Foods organization in 
any way.  I’ve not provided services to them, nor do I own stock in their company. 
That being said, I’m one of their biggest fans – and the opening of their new store in 
London is a perfect example of why. 
 
Allow me to explain. 
 
Whole Foods is what would historically be referred to as a ‘health food store.’  And 
that is probably the biggest misnomer ever assigned – both from an actual and a 
perceptual framework.  It came into the market in the United States competing 
against the major supermarkets right from the start.  The strategy was to provide 
locally sourced, primarily organic foods along with vitamins, supplements and 
anything else the health conscious consumer might want or need. 
 
The difference, though, is that the company took the battle directly onto the field of 
the supermarkets with which they were competing.  Once Whole Foods came to 
town, it was no longer possible to think of a health food store as the small, usually 
dimly lit, alternative-to-the-point-of-hippie like shop that they most commonly were.  
Whole Foods decided not just to provide the best of the products available in their 
niche, but they would provide them in facilities and with service that would 
comfortably be found in any high end store – food or otherwise. 
 
Over the years, Whole Foods has been expanding across the United States.  It is a 
destination for those who live locally and those who travel – because whether to buy 
fresh or prepared foods or just someplace to sit and have a coffee, they designed 
themselves to be a trusted and attractive preferred provider. 
 
And none of it has been by accident.  From hiring policies and training to food 
sourcing and presentation, these guys never miss a trick.  Whether from state to 
state – or even locations in potentially direct competition with others in their 
geographic area – the folks at Whole Foods are doing the best of what Dr. W. 
Edwards Deming called Zero Staging.  They are designing for success – long before 
execution ever happens. 
 
The Zero Stage 
 
W. Edwards Deming, you may recall, is the gentleman who is credited with turning 
around Japanese industry after World War II and Western industry in the latter 
quarter of the twentieth century.  He was quite a guy. 
 
Unfortunately, though, he is best known only for his “14 Points for the Transformation 
of Management.”  People either forget or don’t think about his collaborative, wholly 
proactive model for execution.  It is that model that includes the secret ingredient to 
execution success:  The Zero Stage. 
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In its simplest terms, the Zero Stage is that period of time that you spend gathering 
all the information you need from every player involved – both within and outside 
your organization – to smooth out execution long before it happens.  It is the 
execution equivalent of R&D – and with as high if not a higher level of return on 
investment.  It is the planning, forethought, problem identification and solving process 
that occurs before you ever go live.  
 
Because if you spend the time, money and thought to get it right, by the time you do 
go live, you’re guaranteed not only success but profitability.  After all, you’ve taken 
the bugs out of your systems (human and otherwise) before they happen – which 
lowers your costs and ensures high customer satisfaction – and you’ve designed a 
product and/or service that is exactly what your customers are looking for and more – 
thus ensuring high revenues from the get-go leading to faster profitability. 
 
In an oversimplified way, this is how it works: 
 

• You know where you think you want to go.  You’ve got a product or service 
you want to begin providing or change the way it has been provided.  Before 
you finalize your decision on what this is or what it looks like, you’ve done 
enough market research with everyone from existing customers and users to 
emerging market segments that you know – exactly and completely – not just 
what they want, but what they dream and think they can never have.  

• Then, with input from the brains within your enterprise about the things they 
know you can do that your customers never imagined, you finalize your 
product or service plans.  You’re ready to create new worlds.  

• Long before you get close to release or opening, you fully inform and 
coordinate with everyone in your supply chain – internal and external to your 
organization.  

• Internally you identify each individual process area so that they can – within 
their own operations – identify exactly what they need to do to complete their 
part of the process seamlessly, effectively and at the lowest cost possible.  

• Still internally, each process area coordinates with the others to ensure that 
every handoff is completed seamlessly at the level of quality needed by the 
next process area to ensure overall success and no need for high levels of 
inspection, oversight or other high cost/low value activities.  

• In each case, problems are identified – whether existing or potential – and 
solved.  Usually this occurs because of proactive and preemptive 
management intervention.  Where employee participation is necessary, it’s 
provided and supported by management.  

• Externally, you identify and work with your suppliers to get their input on how 
they can better serve you with their product or service. You clarify and 
coordinate all the details of what you need and how they are going to wow 
you with what they provide.  

• Still externally, you identify and coordinate with your distribution channels – 
from local to global – so that the moment that you go live you and they are 
ensured that they have everything they need to provide it to their customers.  
The second the doors open, you’re live and making money...whether in bricks 
and mortar or cyberspace.  
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• Again, in every case, problems are identified and solved long before the day 
you go live.  

 
And even as all of this is going on, you are still analyzing, adjusting your metrics, 
looking at new ways of doing business, continuously incrementally improving how 
you do business now, finding out what the other guys are doing, adapting your 
systems/procedures/policies/operations to new and emerging ways of doing business 
and more. 
 
The problem is, companies don’t Zero Stage on execution. They’re more than happy 
to spend untold dollars (or pounds, euros, yen, yuan and every other currency) on 
research and development for new product development.  Yet, they don’t do the 
same to ensure seamless movement from design to manufacture to distribution to 
delivery – no matter whether delivery takes place as a product or service. 
 
Zero Staging takes time and money.  Lots of it – but the payback, whether for product 
or service, is immediate. 
 
It also costs up to three hundred (yes, 300) times more than the original cost to fix a 
problem after the fact than it would have had you taken care of it at the process point 
at which it occurred.  Even better is when it doesn’t occur at all because you’ve Zero 
Staged it and solved it before it happened. 
 
The other thing about Zero Staging is that, even after execution, it never ends.  Just 
as every other aspect of the organization is always up for continuous and continual 
improvement, as soon as you’ve gone live, you start looking for how to improve on 
what you’ve already done. 
 
No matter where you are in any process – or what you’re trying to achieve – the more 
time spent in the Zero Stage, the higher your return and the greater your chances of 
success.  And ongoing Zero Staging ensures both immediate and ongoing success. 
 
Clearly, Whole Foods knew that before it opened its London store. 
 
The Whole Foods Zero Stage 
 
Two years before opening its first, official, Whole Foods Market in Central London, 
the company bought a small chain of what would be considered more classic ‘health 
food stores’ throughout London called Fresh and Wild.  Using those stores as a basis 
for establishing its name (it still uses the Fresh and Wild brand on its products in the 
UK) and to gain immeasurably important real-life, real-time knowledge and 
information, Whole Foods systematically determined its competitive landscape and 
its opportunities. 
 
It began establishing relationships with local growers – a core component of the 
Whole Foods ‘ethos’.  It got a sense of the employee base it would be working with 
and how training and other human resource requirements would need to be adjusted.  
It was able to track and monitor which products were selling best and introduce 
products from the Whole Foods chain – with their own brand name – from the United 
States. Prepared food counters were offered and expanded.  Different pricing 
structures were introduced and tested. 
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Two years of competitive data were being collected. From analyzing what the small, 
independent ‘health food’ stores were offering to the ways the major supermarkets 
were growing their organic offerings, Whole Foods had the chance to see what the 
market wanted and how it was being served. 
 
Even fresh food presentation was being analyzed. Decisions would have to be made 
about whether to sell fresh produce in the predominant pre-packaged form used in 
the UK or by individual selection as in the States.  Pricing could be compared – from 
produce to cans to boxed groceries, from the butcher to the baker.  No stone was left 
unturned. 
 
A prime location was identified for what would be the flagship store – and that was no 
coincidence either.  Whole Foods knew that they needed to attract the Americans 
who live in and around London.  To do that they would need a location that was 
convenient – and trendy.  They needed to be near their known (American) customer 
base and, simultaneously, be located where trendy British (and tourists) also go. 
Kensington was the answer. 
 
Then, beyond everything else, they would differentiate themselves to such an extent 
that they created a ‘destination’ - not a supermarket or health food store.  That meant 
taking a close look at what was on offer in the immediate vicinity – from pubs and 
restaurants to retail shops and more – then finding a way to incorporate as much as 
made sense into their site. 
 
Whole Foods wasn’t opening a new supermarket. They were blazing a trail in food 
and other retail marketing in the United Kingdom and beyond. 
 
The Result 
 
Even their opening was Zero-Staged.  Knowing that press coverage and word of 
mouth would bring the majority of first-time customers on the weekend, they opened 
on a Wednesday – giving themselves three days to ensure that their processes were 
as smooth as possible.  By the time Saturday rolled around, they needed traffic 
control on the sidewalks to manage the crowd. 
 
Some things went perfectly.  Others didn’t.  Typical of the company, though, they 
continue to analyze and adjust based on everything they learn every day. 
 
The greatest compliment, though, came from a completely different quarter – one of 
their prime competitors.  Waitrose is a high end supermarket with a lot of credibility 
and an attractive way of presenting itself and its offerings.  It belongs to the John 
Lewis Partnership – a company also known for its excellent employment practices. 
 
So when the Waitrose in Marylebone (another part of London – but close enough to 
have an impact) decided to close down for a few weeks for ‘refurbishing,’ it was no 
surprise that when they reopened they looked, in part, like a mini-Whole Foods.  
Granted, they don’t have the space that Whole Foods has – but at 80,000 square 
feet that is a hard thing for any supermarket in Central London to do.  Yet, from 
changes in their offerings to the layout of the store, it was clear that Whole Foods 
had already made its presence known. 
 
And that’s just the beginning. 
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According to the press, this Whole Foods Market is the first of eighty planned in the 
UK and Europe.  Knowing Whole Foods, if they say that’s the plan, they’ve already 
figured out the way to get there – better than ever or anyone before.  Even 
themselves. 
 
Because with Zero Staging, it’s not that you don’t rest on your laurels.  You don’t 
even think about having laurels. 
 
Everything you and everyone in your enterprise does – every day – is about creating 
a better present and future for your customers, your shareholders, your stakeholders, 
your employees and yourself. 
 
Nothing could be better.
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