2022 44th Annual Retailer Survey
How did independent
natural products retailers
fare as COVID continued to
impact business?
Find out.
By Jay Jacobowitz and
Maggie Jaqua

M

ost importantly: How are you?
This year, the first question in
our annual retailer survey was a
simple invitation to sound off on pressing
matters, to help industry members see
beyond the numbers, and hear straight
from you, the independent natural products retailer, about the past year. As one
retailer noted, these are historical times in
life, in retail, and in business in general.
Another summed up how many are feeling: “Overall blessed to continue to serve
our community, but it has been challenging. Primary concern is safety of staff and
customers, yet supply chain disruptions
have created the biggest challenge. Most
of our customers have remained loyal,
but unfortunately we have lost some to
online shopping too.”
In this survey, we’re going to look at
the data, and also hear from retailers,
in their own words, on how it really
looks and feels inside the store. And for
the brands, suppliers, distributors, and
associations reading this, independents
have some messages for you, too, on
how you can help support the brick-andmortar stores that helped build the natural products industry. As one respondent
reminds the industry: “Small brick-andmortars have paved the way for these
companies to sell their products.”
Some important background to keep
in mind regarding the survey results: The
annual survey is like sampling a glass of
vintage cabernet sauvignon. Each year,
we taste from a different vineyard—the
different group of respondents that participates in the survey each year. We also ask
each year’s group of respondents to tell us
about their own prior year’s results—like
sampling two vintages from the same
vineyard. This yields our same-store results that you’ll see on pages 32-33.
So how did the retailers who responded to our survey fare as the pandemic continued to impact operations?
Net profits, which were 5.02% in last
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stores) was $95.38 billion in 2021 (see
below). For a complete update of the
U.S. natural organic retail market, see the
Retail Insights® 2022 Retail Universe for
U.S. Premium Natural, Organic Food,
Supplement & Personal Care Sales on
pages 34-35.
Now, let’s zoom back in…way in, and
look at the detailed findings that can help
you see how your store stacks up, and
provide you with insights that can help
you strengthen your business. Questions? Send them to editor@wfcinc.com.
We'll be discussing key findings and answering your questions in a virtual presentation, which, along with this year’s
survey, is sponsored by Nutrasource
Pharmaceutical and Nutraceutical
Services. Stay tuned for details!

year’s survey, did take a hit, declining
nearly two percentage points (-1.97) to
3.05% this year. That said, given all the
pressures independent natural organic
retailers faced in the last half of 2020 and
in the first half of 2021, surviving profitably is a significant achievement. We’ll
dive deeper into the various impacts over
the course of this survey.
Taking a wider view of our industry,
sales from all U.S. independent natural
retailers hit $11.4 billion in 2021. Zooming out further, total natural organic
sales through all eight retail and foodstore channels (including supernaturals
such as Amazon Whole Foods Market
and Sprouts Farmers Market; conventional supermarkets; mass merchandisers; pharmacies; and vitamin chain

The Retail Insights® 2022 Retail Universe: Natural & Organic Sales
How the 8 channels divide $95.38 billion natural sales & market share
Conventional
Supermarkets $18.1B

Compact
Grocers $19.4B

20.29%

19.03%
Independent Retailers
and Co-ops $11.4B

Supernaturals
$27.8B

11.97%

29.10%

6.99%
Club Stores
$6.7B

6.23%
4.07%
2.32%

Vitamin Chains
$2.2B

Mass
Merchandisers
$5.9B

Pharmacy Chains and
Independent Pharmacies
$3.9B
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As in previous years, respondents to this year’s survey come from
every region of the country (see figure 1), and represent every size market
(see below), giving us an in-depth picture of the industry.
41% Large town or rural area (population less than 50,000)
22% Medium city or suburb (population 100,000 - 299,999)
16% Major metropolitan area (population 1,000,000+)
12% Small city (population 50,000 - 99,999)
10% Large city or suburb (population 300,000 - 999,999)
Respondent fast facts:
89% are natural organic retailers, co-ops, supermarkets, or limited natural
assortment retailers, such as herbs, personal care, and natural
pharmacy
11% are retailing practitioners, doctors, or wellness centers carrying
natural organic inventory
77% operate 1 store
11% operate 2 stores
6% operate 3-6 stores
6% operate 7+ stores
26 years is how long respondents have owned their stores, on average
(and stores in the survey have been in business for an average of 32 years
under all ownership)
59% rent their space; 41% own the real estate
70% are store owners, CEOs, or presidents
30% are general or store managers, company officials,
or other store employees

3% Northwest
5%

Midwest

New
England

20%

West
12%

Mid-Atlantic
20%

Southwest
5%

4%

Mountain
Region

South
11%

Southeast
19%

Figure 1
Figures do not equal 100% due to rounding.

High Perishable Stores; High Supplement Stores

The independent natural organic retail sector
has a split personality: Stores that sell a lot of
fresh foods sell a small percentage of supplements, and stores selling lots of
vitamins sell almost no fresh foods.
Supplements sales went down as a
percentage of sales this year vs. last in four
of our five groups. This does not mean overall
sales went down. Average sales for all stores
in the survey were $2,303,946 this year vs.
$2,218,053 last year. Independents sold
relatively more dry groceries, personal care,
household and other products, which explains
the year-over-year decrease in the percentage
of supplement sales. Groups 4 and 5 sold
Group
fewer supplements compared to last year,
1
but that is perhaps because they are larger
2
stores with more room for practitioner areas,
3
non-perishable foods, non-foods, household
4
and pet products this year.

Fresh Perishable
Foods Define
the Store
Figure 3

Group
1
2
3
4
5
ALL

50-100%

100
80

Figure 2

30-49%
20-29%

40

1-19%

20
0

N/A 0%*
Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4

Group 5

*Group 5 reports no perishable sales, but may have refrigerated supplements such as probiotics

2022 Average
Perishables % of Sales
60.21%
45.31%
21.31%
6.16%
0.00%
42.66%

2021 Average
Perishables % of Sales
58.50%
42.30%
24.60%
11.05%
0.00%
41.20%

Percentage Point
Variance
1.71%
3.01%
-3.29%
-4.89%
0.00%
1.46%

Even with the changing group of independents who respond year-to-year, the finding that perishables determine a store’s size and sales remains constant.
(See Figures 2 and 3). In this year’s survey, the major perishables stores in Groups 1 and 2 increased their fresh sales, but stores in Groups 3 and 4 reduced
fresh foods significantly. In particular, stores in Group 4 last year averaged 11.05% perishables sales, but cut their fresh foods this year by 4.89 percentage
points, or by nearly half (-44%), averaging just 6.16% of sales this year. Because of the exit from fresh foods in these smaller stores this year, we combined
last year’s Groups 4 and 5 into a single Group 4, giving this year’s survey a total of five groups instead of six.
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2022 Supplements % of Sales

80%
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60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4
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Supplement & Perishable Sales
2022 Perishables
% of Sales

2022 Supplements
% of Sales

60.21%
45.31%
21.31%
6.16%
0.00%
42.66%

5.82%
9.85%
44.49%
69.58%
68.34%
21.53%

2021 Supplements Variance in
% of Sales
Supplement
Sales
6.85%
-1.03%
13.22%
-3.37%
36.64%
7.85%
76.56%
-6.98%
79.17%
-10.83%
22.23%
-0.70%

Pro Forma Profit & Loss

Percent Perishables by Group

60

2022 Perishables % of Sales

90%

5
All

Figure 4

Retailers: Get the Most Out of This Survey

A key point to know when reading this survey:
Perishables largely determine how large a store will
be, and the sales it achieves. A store in Group 5, which
sells no perishables, looks nothing like a store in Group
1, which offers a wide selection of perishables (think a
Whole Foods Market). When using the data from this
survey, you want to compare your results to the results
of stores in your group. Which group are you? Find out
in three steps:
Step 1: Tally up your sales from four main perishable
fresh-foods departments: refrigerated, frozen, produce,
and prepared foods.
Step 2: Calculate what percentage of your total sales
these four categories represent.
Step 3: Compare your results to similar stores in your
corresponding Group—either Group 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5.

100%

Percentage of Overall Sales

Respondents at a Glance

Once again this year, WholeFoods partnered with Readex Research to
survey independent natural organic retailers, gathering results for the 12
months ending in June 2021. To the many retailers who participated in
this year’s survey: Thank you. We appreciate how busy you are and we
are grateful for your thoughtful responses, which help us provide what
we believe is the most accurate picture of independent natural products
retailing in the U.S. today. This survey is used by natural products retailers
to measure and improve business, as well as to inform natural products
industry partners, and we would not have been able to do this for the past
44 years without you.
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Despite the infamous “supply chain” bottlenecks, stores
in the survey saw cost-of-goods rise modestly this year to
an average 63.99% from 63.16% last year, less than one percentage point (0.83). For this, credit natural industry suppliers who stepped up with promotional product allowances to help maintain retail sales levels as the pandemic
ripped through the economy. Gross profit margins shrank
by the same 0.83 percentage point, to 36.01% this year
from 36.84% last year. Labor costs increased more than
did cost of goods, due to pandemic hazard pay, increased
minimum-wage
pressure,
and
lower
workforce
participation rates, rising 1.41 percentage points to
19.93% overall this year from 18.52% last year. Rents were
nearly unchanged, likely due to many long-term leases

with predetermined per-square-foot costs. Remember,
stores in the survey have operated for an average 32 years,
allowing sales to rise to mature levels, helping keep rents
low as a percentage of sales. A store opening today would
not expect to enjoy such low rent as a percentage of sales.
Marketing expenses stayed relatively stable, at 0.92%
this year, compared to last year’s 1.02%. Altogether, these
changes did impact net profits, which declined to 3.05%
this year from 5.02% last year. Given all the pressures
independents faced in the period of the survey, surviving
profitably is a great achievement. We believe this bodes
well for independents’ future as the country emerges from
the pandemic.

Group

% Sales

% COGS

% GPM

% Labor

% Rent

% Marketing

% Other

% Net Profit

1

100.00%

63.20%

36.68%

19.73%

3.90%

0.95%

9.13%

2.97%

2

100.00%

65.48%

34.52%

22.66%

4.15%

0.83%

4.47%

2.42%

3

100.00%

67.18%

32.82%

18.52%

6.32%

0.63%

5.17%

2.17%

4

100.00%

62.61%

37.39%

17.29%

5.59%

1.04%

9.23%

4.25%

5

100.00%

61.05%

38.95%

16.87%

5.96%

1.20%

9.79%

5.13%

All

100.00%

63.99%

36.01%

19.93%

4.52%

0.92%

7.59%

3.05%

100%

63.16%

36.84%

18.52%

4.31%

1.02%

7.97%

5.02%

0.83%

-0.83%

1.41%

0.21%

-0.10%

-0.38%

-1.97%

LAST YEAR:

All
Variance
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Figure 5
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GLA: Small Stores Size Up % Change vs. 2021 Survey Respondents
Looking at gross lease area (GLA), stores in Group 2 were smaller this year, while Groups 3, 4 and 5 all were larger.
Group

2022 GLA

2021 GLA

Variance

2022 Retail SF

2021 Retail SF

Variance

1

10,300

10,509

-209

7,975

7,546

429

2

7,306

9,408

-2,102

5,692

6,901

-1,210

3

5,031

3,532

1,500

3,969

2,795

1,174

4

3,143

2,134

1,009

2,561

1,760

801

5

1,789

1,115

674

1,513

962

551

Figure 6

2022 vs. 2021 Total Sales & Annual Sales Per GLA Square Foot
Sales per gross-lease-area (GLA) square foot decreased compared to last year, mostly due to increases in the
average store size of this year’s survey respondents.
Group

2022 Total Sales

2021 Total Sales

2022 Sales per
GLA SF

2021 Sales per
GLA SF

2022 vs. 2021
% Change in Sales/SF

1
2
3
4
5

$6,457,215
$4,073,473
$1,594,458
$887,210
$622,461

$7,090,034
$4,757,524
$1,565,896
$851,841
$416,990

$626.91
$557.59
$316.91
$282.29
$347.85

$674.67
$505.72
$443.40
$400.19
$373.89

-$47.76
$51.87
-$126.49
-$117.89
-$26.04

Average

$2,303,946

$2,218,053

$481.66

$526.60

-$44.94

Figure 7

Shopping and Spending

Customers Per Day and Average Basket Size

Shoppers are loading up their baskets
Average
Customers per Day
(see Figure 8), though COVID-times
Group
Customers/Day
Basket Size
per 1,000 SF
saw more shoppers heading online,
Group 1
$38.08
47
first out of necessity, and then out of
$
479 customers/day
convenience. Did independents meet
Group 2
$33.97
46
them there? In this year’s survey, most
$
333 customers/day
respondents (65%) did not do eGroup 3
commerce. Of those who did, 21%
$38.33
20
$
102 customers/day
generated 9% or less from e-commerce
sales. Another 6% got from 10% to 49%
Group 4
18
$39.68
$
of sales from e-commerce, and 8% gen55 customers/day
erated from 50% to 99% of sales from
Group 5
27
$41.72
e-commerce. Regarding the consumer
$
48 customers/day
preference for online, one retailer told us,
Figure 8
“Our store always gave personal service
and information. We always used books
such as Prescription for Nutritional Healing. The public has no idea what they are missing by relying only on the internet.”
Online or not, independents are there for their communities: 58% are open seven days a week; 42% are open six days.
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Stocking Shelves (or at least trying to)
The supply chain challenges that took root at the beginning of the
pandemic were a top concern during the survey period, and many
respondents mentioned the difficulty of keeping shelves stocked.
One told us: “Every company that supplies us supplements is having
trouble with out of stocks, thereby impacting sales.” Zinc, vitamin C,
D3, and NAC were cited as in-demand, and tough to keep in-stock.
As the pandemic drags on, supply chain concerns are increasing.
One respondent worried that “the COVID supply chain issues may
be the final straw. We are getting an average of 1/3 to half of what we
order from almost every supplier.”
A retailer who has owned the store for 33 years said he has never
experienced anything like this, and noted problems with supplements
as well as staple foods, frozen and refrigerated items. “Knowing that
the norm is usually 2-3% for out of stock as the industry standard,
this time around we are seeing the pipeline is drying up...and now we
can feel this true ripple effect.
This is very troubling, as well
as scary.”
Adding to the concern:
“Most customers now shop
online; inventory is hard to
get efficiently with long ship
times, [and] manufacturers cater to web accounts not brick and mortar, giving deeper discounts so competing is almost impossible,” one
respondent pointed out. “Manufacturers ignore this.”
Minimum advertised price (MAP) came up again, with one retailer
lamenting, “Some well-known companies in this industry have sent
us letters stating we will pay more for the product but the MAP and
suggested retail price (SRP) are staying the same so you will have a
lower margin. I am dropping those companies as they don’t have my
best interest in mind. And remember: All companies started by going
to small independents and after we have gotten them on the map we
get slapped and are told we are no longer worth the effort to carry
their product as they go off to follow the money trail regardless who
they leave in their path. Capitalism isn’t compassionate.”
Not all companies are doing business like that, though. The same
retailer continued: “At the same time, I see reputable companies not
allowing small independents to be undercut by other sellers or their
pricing online. These are the companies we are doing business with.”

Another retailer outlined the large scope of the problem and issued a call to action: “The most impactful issue that I feel our industry
faces right now is large corporate takeovers that remove the human
quotient from our business and even more troubling is the lack of
inventory and shipments from our existing vendors. Massive out of
stocks, short shipments, and a general apathy from those distributors
with the ‘It’s COVID’ response is increasingly disturbing. As a small
business we must order just in time to keep cash flow and operational funding available. [Doing so] requires our vendor partners to do
what they are supposed to do and provide their product (that we are
paying for) to us in a timely fashion. I realize that the golden goose
is MFD [the Mass, Food, and Drug channel] to some of these companies but when turns and margin are not what is expected, MFD
will drop them quickly and who will they turn to in order to refill their
coffers? The little mom and pop that got them started, but sadly with
their current attitude there may
be no more of us left. In closing,
we do not need help in Washington about DSHEA restrictions;
we have been working through
this for 33 years and have developed strategies to combat it
on the front line. What we do need is for the larger organizations
to bring pressure to bear on the vendors, distributors and others to
reduce minimum order and shipping quantities and amounts, ramp
up production, get their packaging materials from wherever they can
to put the product to market.”
In terms of what’s selling, independents told us about
their sales results in nine product categories: dry grocery,
refrigerated foods, frozen foods, fresh produce, prepared foods,
bulk foods, non-foods, dietary supplements and personal care
(HABA). See page 32 for the breakdown. We also asked what
products had the greatest impact on the store’s sales. As expected,
immune-related products topped the list. One respondent shared,
“We’ve seen big shifts in what our top sellers are. Of course it’s
the immune SKUs—quercetin, zinc, vitamin C, vitamin D, things
like that. Last year elderberry and herbs were the things we sold
out of quickly when lockdowns were happening, now it’s more
nutritional supplements.”

Increased Options
for Shopping & Delivery
Since the start of the pandemic,
there has been a vast increase in
online ordering, so we expanded
this year’s survey to capture the full
variety of delivery solutions stores
have devised to accommodate
customers’ desire for convenience
and safety.
Figure 9
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60%

pick up pre-orders, curbside

56%

phone, email, or text orders in

44%

100%

pick up pre-orders, in-store

34% receive via UPS, FedEx, USPS or other common carrier

of stores are open for
in-person,
in-store shopping

22% use store website "contact us" area to pre-order products
13% receive via third-party online order/delivery app
12% receive via online catalog with e-commerce online payment
11%
6%
4%

receive via our delivery employees or contractors
receive via online order, third-party warehouse fulfillment
other; e.g. local pickup remote from store
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Investing in Employees

Average Annual Sales per Square Foot

Annual Sales per Square Foot

Annual Sales per Retail Area SF

950.00

Annual Sales per GLA SF

$809.68
$715.69

Employee retention was especially challenging during the survey period. One short-staffed respondent told us, “Along with having to raise
our prices to an all-time high, we have had to change hours, and close departments for one day a week to not overwork the few workers
we have.” Another shared: “PPP [Paycheck Protection Plan] was a lifesaver. We paid our team more and reinvested some of the saved
cash on store/equipment upgrades. With COVID and staff exposure, we had to reduce our hours, but kept open.”
Looking at the numbers, in four out of five groups (Groups 2, 3, 4 and 5), wages per hour rose vs. last year by an average of $1.70
per hour, as we would expect from the pandemic. The one exception is Group 1, which saw wages per hour decrease by $1.44, to $17.45
from $18.89 last year. We believe this is due to the different mix of stores that responded to this year’s survey, a number of which operated
more than seven stores, suggesting tighter controls on compensation. (See Figure 12.)

831.25

Labor Costs

.
712.50

593.75
475.00

$401.75

$346.47

$626.91
$557.59

356.25
237.50

$316.91

118.75
0.00

$411.37

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

$347.85
$282.29
Group 4

Group 5

$ Weekly
Labor

Average
Hourly Wage

Labor %
of Sales

$1,274,000
$923,000
$295,360
$153,400
$105,040

$24,500
$17,750
$5,680
$2,950
$2,020

$17.45
$18.80
$16.35
$15.20
$14.40

19.73%
22.66%
18.52%
17.29%
16.87%

Average
Hourly Wage
2021
$18.89
$16.95
$15.01
$13.43
$12.56

Variance
-$1.44
$1.85
$1.34
$1.77
$1.84

Figure 12
Full-Time Employees Per 1,000 SF GLA

Figure 10
We report sales-per-square foot for the total store (Gross Lease Area, or GLA), as well as
for the retail-selling area alone, which excludes the non-retail back-room support areas.

Retail & Wholesale Inventory Value & Annual Inventory Turns
Group

Retail Inventory

Wholesale Inventory

Annual Turns

1

$360,537

$228,292

17.91

2

$275,607

$180,468

14.78

3

$158,180

$106,266

10.08

4

$133,415

$83,531

6.65

5

$126,516

$77,238

4.92

ALL

$192,585

$123,237

11.96

Figure 11
The more foods you sell, the faster you turn your inventory over, as seen with Group 1’s 17.91
annual inventory turns compared to Group 5’s 4.92.
WholeFoods • March 2022

Group 1
Group 2
Group 3
Group 4
Group 5

$ Annual
Labor

www.wholefoodsmagazine.com

We also looked at the full-time equivalent
(FTE) employees per 1,000 SF GLA. For
perishables-heavy stores in Groups 1 and
2, it took about four FTEs per 1,000 SF to
operate their stores. For Groups 3, 4 and
5, it took about two FTEs.

Figure 13
Here, too, we see apathy is
out. Last year, 7% of respondents reported using no supplemental materials. This year,
all respondents are investing
in some form of outreach. In
addition to methods below,
7% of retailers are getting
creative with other avenues,
including publicly supporting
local non-profits and creating
in-store monthly sales flyers.
Good old word-of-mouth got a
mention, and for a fresh take,
one retailer is using text message marketing/SMS marketing with SlickText.
www.wholefoodsmagazine.com

2022 FTEs/
1,000 SF

2021 FTEs/
1,000 SF

2022
GLA

2021
GLA

Group 1

3.89

3.53

10,300

10,509

Group 2

3.69

2.98

7,306

9,408

Group 3

1.97

2.56

5,031

3,532

Group 4

1.76

2.41

3,143

2,134

Group 5

2.24

1.99

1,789

1,115

Outreach
Email newsletters

71%
67%

Educational handouts
In-store product sampling & demos

62%

Social media and blogs

57%

Printed newsletters available in store

31%

Online database of nutritional info

14%

100%

of respondents
invest in outreach

10%

Consumer lectures

Figure 14
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Investing in Growth

Same-Store Sales: Year-Over-Year $ and % Change,
By Department and Store Group
As we said earlier, the annual survey is like sampling a
vintage cabernet sauvignon. Each year we taste from a
different vineyard (the different group of respondents that
participates each year). But we also ask each year’s group
to tell us about their own prior year’s results—like sampling
two vintages from the same vineyard—which yields our
same-store results.
Y-o-Y Dollar Change in Sales Per Store, Per Month.
Key Findings:
Group 1: These high-perishables stores lost vitamin, supplement, and personal care (HABA) sales while
gaining in all other departments, especially dry and
refrigerated grocery.
Group 2: Also high perishables (average 45% of sales),
these stores had major gains in dry grocery but drifted lower
in fresh produce and prepared foods sales, and lost momentum in bulk. This is not surprising given the pandemic-driven
limitations to self-serve in these departments.
Group 3: This group suffered losses in sales in every department save non-food and household. These 5,000-squarefoot stores (with an average 21% of sales from perishables)
perhaps were not large enough, nor did they carry enough
fresh foods to attract daily shopping.
Group 4: These stores (average 6% sales in perishables) gained significantly in vitamin and supplement sales,
in keeping with their focus on the supplements department.
Group 4 also did very well in non-food and household, perhaps because this department contains sanitization and
cleaning products.

Group 5: Our smallest and most-focused supplements
stores also gained significantly in supplement sales while
drifting lower in most other departments.
Y-o-Y Annual Percentage Change in Sales.
Key Findings:
Overall, respondents to this year’s survey grew by 2.29% vs.
their same-store-sales in the prior year. This is remarkable,
considering our survey sales period of the first half of 2021
includes comparisons with the first half of 2020, when pandemic hoarding was at its peak. Vitamin and supplementfocused stores fared best overall, growing 3.47% and 4.24%
year-over-year in Groups 5 and 4, respectively. Sales at the
top, in Group 1, increased 1.44% year-over-year, boosted
by dry grocery as well as refrigerated foods. Group 2 stores
benefited from robust dry grocery sales to turn in total yearover-year growth of 4.02%. Group 3, our 5,000-square-foot
stores with just 21% of sales from perishables, were the only
ones to suffer losses year-over-year, shedding (-1.39%)
in sales.
Takeaway: This year’s survey continues to reveal evidence that focusing more either on fresh perishables foods,
or on the vitamins and supplements department, is the key
to sustainable growth, even in the face of pandemic. We
believe this is why independent natural organic retailers are
either reducing their fresh foods, or going bigger into the
fresh departments. The middle ground—between 2% and
29% of sales from fresh perishables foods—is a dangerous
place to be, and our survey shows retailers are beginning to
recognize this fact.

Last year, 14% of respondents remodeled or expanded.
Those who made the investment remodeled both small
and large amounts of space, ranging from 100 square feet
to 6,000 square feet. Retailers spent between $10 to $50
per square foot on their remodels, updating an average of
600 square feet. The average cost per remodel was $9,000,
or about $15 per square foot.
Taking a closer look at where that money went, four
departments—vitamins and supplements; personal
care; refrigeration including grab & go; and services/
practitioner areas—made up 73% of all remodels. Three
departments—frozen; non-food; and household and
pet products—made up the remaining 27% of remodels. No respondents bothered to remodel the juice bar,
café, or deli, likely since these departments were already
scaled back in early 2020 as the pandemic flared. Retailers also left the dry grocery and bulk departments alone
last year.
Plans for future expansions & remodels: 12% of respondents plan to remodel or expand their stores this
year, modifying an average of 700 square feet and
spending $10,000.
The non-foods departments will get the most attention,
making up 20% of all planned remodels or expansions.
Retailers also will continue to focus on the vitamins and
supplements department, with 15% planning to remodel
or expand. Juice bar, café and deli do figure in this year’s
plans, making up 10% of all remodels.
Four more departments—frozen, refrigerated, personal care, and household and pet—will make up 40% of all
remodels. And fresh produce, dry grocery, and services/
practitioner areas will account for 15% of remodel activity.

Not getting the dollars: For the second year,
retailers appear content to leave their bulk foods
departments alone.
Expansions: Most (93%) of respondents stood pat on the
number of stores they operated last year; 7% added one
store. Looking to the future, most (89%) of storekeepers
plan to operate the same number of stores this year as
they did last year, though 7% plan to open one additional
store this year, 2% plan to open two new stores and another 2% have plans for three new stores this year.

Sales Overview

Survey respondents told us their results for the 12-month
period ending June 30, 2021. Just over half (55%) reported
that sales increased or stayed the same.

31% of stores increased total sales
24% of stores stayed about the same
45% of stores registered sales declines

Forecasting Future Sales

Optimism reigns, as 93% of respondents expect sales to
increase or remain the same this year, leaving just 7%
with a negative outlook. One of those with concerns told
us: “With out of stocks, online competition, and lack of
desire to enter stores, the next year will not be good.”
30% of stores believe sales will increase
63% believe sales will hold steady
7% believe sales will decrease

Y-O-Y Change
in Sales Per
Store Per
Month

Supplements &
Vitamins

Health & Beauty
Aids

Packaged Dry
Grocery

Refrigerated
Foods

Frozen
Foods

Fresh
Produce

Prepared
Foods

Bulk
Foods

Non-Foods,
Household

Total Y-O-Y
Change Per Store
Per Month

Annual %
Change In
Sales

Group 1

-$3,697

-$3,592

$4,327

$4,318

$1,185

$2,531

$2,145

$522

$0

$7,738

1.44%

Group 2

$2,720

-$360

$10,266

$1,338

$579

-$638

-$45

-$627

$410

$13,643

4.02%

Group 3

-$1,178

$53

-$262

-$290

-$98

-$55

-$90

-$53

$122

-$1,850

-1.39%

Group 4

$1,861

-$291

$222

$3

$6

-$5

$0

-$16

$1,353

$3,132

4.24%

Group 5

$2,613

-$99

$67

$0

$0

$0

$0

-$32

-$747

$1,802

3.47%

Average

$896

-$745

$2,299

$882

$273

$318

$339

-$28

$157

$4,391

2.29%
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Retail Insights®

2022 Retail Universe for Premium Natural Organic Food, Supplement & Personal Care Sales
Industry Adds More Than $3 Billion And 3% In 2021—Results Dragged Down By Corporate Vitamin Chain-Store Closures
By Jay Jacobowitz

T

he U.S. natural organic brick-and-mortar and online retail
sectors added $3.1 billion and grew 3.34% in 2021. Results
were dragged down by 1,293 corporate vitamin chainstore closures, the majority of which were GNC stores. Including
these losses, natural organic retail and online sales grew $2.6
billion and 2.79%, to reach $95.4 billion, and 12.2% of total foodstore sales last year (please see table this page). Here follows
a breakdown of results by the eight retail channels we track
annually in the Retail Insights® Retail Universe.

Club Stores: Highest 8.39% Growth Rate

Big-box membership club stores like BJ’s Wholesale, Costco, and
Sam’s Club grew natural organic sales over 8% in 2021, adding
more than a half-billion dollars while store counts rose over 2%.
The channel maintains its fifth-place position, with a 7% natural
market share, leading the back half of the natural pack.
Citing little customer interest in curbside pickup, Costco said
it discontinued its pilot program after a short test. The reason
appears to be the type of shopping Costco member do, which is
large-pack-size stock-ups, not fill-in quick trips. It is also likely
		

customers enjoy the treasure hunt experience, combing through
Costco’s relatively small 3,800 SKUs, compared to 15,000 at the
typical conventional supermarket. Digital has grown to 8% of the
company’s sales, about a third of which are for deliveries of large
equipment such as refrigerators, freezers and televisions.

Compact Grocers: Add a Cool $1 Billion—
Largest Dollar Growth

For more than a decade, Retail Insights has identified and
tracked the Compact Grocer sector, made up of stores no
larger than 20,000 square feet. Easier to site and operate than
conventional supermarkets, natural organic specialists such as
Natural Grocers by Vitamin Cottage and Trader Joe’s, as well
as insurgent Aldi, have quickly made natural organic inroads,
adding over $1 billion in 2021—the largest dollar gain of all
eight retail channels we follow—to reach $19.3 billion and a 5.5%
natural market share.
Aldi continues its push towards 2,500 stores, adding 79 last
year to reach 2,152 units, followed by Trader Joe’s, which added
22 stores to reach 552. While Trader Joe’s has long featured

2022 Retail Universe for U.S. Premium Natural, Organic Food, Supplement and Personal Care Sales
No. of units

2021 Net
Natural Sales

% of Natural
Volume

$ Change in
Sales from
2020

% Change in
Sales from
2020

Number of
Stores +/- vs.
2020

% Store Count
Change vs.
2020

Club Stores
(e.g., Costco, Sam’s Club,
BJ’s)

1,407

$6,668,558,391

6.99%

$516,095,229

8.39%

29

2.10%

Compact Grocers
(e.g., Aldi, Natural Grocers
by VC, Trader Joe’s)

2,896

$19,350,926,700

20.29%

$1,008,304,893

5.50%

109

3.91%

Independent Retailers
and Co-ops

5,764

$11,413,131,723

11.97%

$79,482,765

0.70%

-102

-1.74%

Mass Merchandisers
(e.g., Walmart, Target)

6,667

$5,945,056,123

6.23%

$436,357,464

7.92%

14

0.21%

Pharmacy Chains and
Independent Pharmacies

62,017

$3,886,237,243

4.07%

$149,460,118

4.00%

-128

-0.21%

Conventional Supermarkets
(e.g., Kroger, Wegmans,
Safeway)

40,438

$18,145,844,196

19.03%

$529,788,849

3.01%

-13

-0.03%

Supernaturals
(e.g., Whole Foods,
Sprouts, Fresh Thyme)

1,176

$27,753,300,282

29.10%

$396,781,848

1.45%

42

3.70%

Vitamin Chains
(e.g., GNC, Vitamin Shoppe)

3,148

$2,212,769,090

2.32%

-$527,955,456

-19.26%

-1,293

-29.11%

Total

121,969*

$95,375,823,749

100.00%

$2,588,315,710

2.79%

-1,342

-1.09%

Natural & Organic vs.
All Channels

Natural % of
Total Food
Store Sales

Total Food
Store Sales

Average
Annual
Natural Sales
per GLA SF

Total
Natural SF

Totals & Averages

12.22%

$780,409,757,952

$654.55

145,712,232

U.S. Store Type

Average
Natural SF
Natural GLA
of Total Food
SF per Retail
Store GLA SF
Store
4.51%

1,195

Average
Annual
Natural Sales
per
Retail Store
$781,968

* Total stores adjusted down from 123,513 units by (-1,544) conventional supermarkets not carrying natural organic products.
Note: Excluding the loss in sales for vitamin chain stores, total natural organic sales grew $3,116,271,166 and 3.34%
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natural organic, it is Aldi that is stealing a march, quietly adding
dozens of private label premium natural organic items, at not-tobe-beaten prices.
Natural Grocers logged a 3.8% increase in same-store sales in
its recently completed fiscal first quarter of 2022. The company
says 73% of sales come from members of its {N}Power loyalty
program, who spend about $25 per visit, compared to nonmembers who shop less frequently, and spend about $53 per
monthly visit.

Independent Retailers and Co-ops: Managing
Growth with Fewer Stores

Independents closed just over 100 stores last year, but growth in
the remaining stores outstripped this loss, eking out a $79 million
gain, or 0.7%, and holding onto fourth-place natural market
share of 11.97%. The independent channel, which we cover indepth in this issue in WholeFoods 44th Annual Retailer Survey
on page 24, remains resilient despite the pandemic and fierce
competition from brick-and-mortar and online channels.
While a small percentage of independents closed in 2021,
the remaining group of retailers appears optimistic about
growth in 2022. A large part of the reason is the richer shopping
experience they provide, encouraging customers to engage with
knowledgeable staff, and to receive authoritative nutritional
guidance, all in a soothing and uplifting atmosphere. Those
predicting the demise of independents may have to wait a
while longer.

Mass Merchandisers: Gaining Momentum

The pandemic was kind to the likes of Target and Walmart.
Surging traffic into these stores, driven by federal stimulus
and unemployment insurance dollars, had knock-on effects
for natural organic sales, increasing over $400 million, for the
second-highest percentage channel increase of 7.92%.
The majority of these gains come from the vitamin and
supplements department, with relatively little coming from
foods. Target has made a move to upgrade its food offerings,
with its Simply Balanced natural brand focused on plant-based
ingredients, and more recently, Good & Gather, a premium
private label offering featuring dairy, meat and fresh produce.

Pharmacy: Surfing the COVID Vaccine Wave

The big pharmacy chains, CVS and Walgreen, reported their
strongest comparable-store sales in decades, as consumers
streamed in for multiple vaccinations, and who then spent
money on front-end purchases. Boosted primarily by their
vitamin and supplement departments, pharmacies added nearly
$150 million in natural organic sales; a 4% increase, retaining the
channel’s 4% natural organic market share.

Conventional Supermarkets: Hard Comparisons
to 2020, but Nicely Up

Conventional supermarkets like Albertson’s, Kroger, Publix,
Safeway and Wegmans had a high sales hurdle to beat the 2020
windfall from shoppers hoarding groceries. The sector grew
about 3% overall, which raised natural organic sales more than
$500 million, securing the channel’s third-place, 19% natural
market share.
In its recent quarterly conference call, Kroger noted shoppers
continued to cook and entertain at home, up to and through the
holidays, in larger groups, leading management to believe the
change to food-at-home is structural and not temporary. Kroger
cited its $10 billion digital business, roughly 8% of its non-fuel
total sales.
In its recent call, Albertson’s noted the return of deli sales,
with fresh foods outpacing the growth of center store sales by
five percentage points, and growing faster than the rest of the
store. Management credited the continuing trend of consuming
food-at-home. Albertson’s uses third-party delivery providers,
as do most other major conventional supermarket chains.
Discussing delivery company DoorDash, management said it
has begun allowing customers to combine their store orders with
www.wholefoodsmagazine.com

a restaurant meal from outside the store, in a program called
“Double Dash.” The wisdom of this decision remains to be seen,
as it by definition must cannibalize Albertson’s own prepared
foods program it is now touting.

Supernaturals: Slowing Growth; Still No. 1

Productivity in the supernatural channel, which includes stores
like EarthFare, Fresh Thyme, Sprouts and Whole Foods Markets,
slipped last year. The sector added 42 stores, a 3.7% increase,
yet sales rose a more modest 1.45%, indicating a slowdown in
productivity. Overall channel sales increased just under $400
million, retaining its natural organic industry-leading market
share of 29%.
The segment leader, Amazon’s Whole Foods Market, saw
monthly store visits drop by more than 20% in early 2021
compared to 2019, and only partially recover to down 5.2% by
last December, according to Placer.ai. Amazon groups Whole
Foods with its other brick-and-mortar stores, which include
23 Amazon Fresh stores—a conventional-style supermarket.
Altogether, Amazon’s “physical stores” suffered a 15.5% decline
in sales during the first quarter of 2021.
For the full-year 2021, “physical store” sales totaled about $17
billion—not much more than the $16-plus billion Whole Foods
Market was doing on its own when Amazon bought it in 2017.
Shoppers do order online from Whole Foods, which Amazon
counts as “online sales,” not physical stores. We have added
20% to Whole Foods’ estimated in-store sales to reflect the online
business, but it must make Amazon’s bean counters less than
happy to pay premium real-estate rents for Whole Foods’ prime
locations to function as generic order-fulfillment centers. Not
that it matters much when your stock market capitalization is
$1.6 trillion.
Sprouts Farmers Markets management noted, in its recent
investor call on the third quarter, that comparable store sales
were down 5.4% vs. a year ago, and down 2.1% vs. the same
period in 2019. CEO Jack Sinclair explained part of the reason
was losing 25% of its transactions as the pandemic hit in the
second quarter of 2020. In addition, the company stopped its
deep-discount, loss-leader advertising, which improved profit
margins, but shrank transactions further by firing “couponclipper” customers who shopped exclusively for deals.
The company is also forecasting negative comparable
store sales down 3% to 5% for the current fourth quarter, as it
anniversaries these two major events. In a strategic shift, Sprouts
is building stores about 20% smaller—closer to 23,000 square
feet than 28,000—which cost less to build, and forecast to be as
productive as the larger legacy stores. Sprouts describes itself as
a “complementary shop;” a second or third store shoppers visit
after their primary shop. Management says getting the message
out about Sprouts' lower prices, particularly on fresh produce,
plays a big role in the company regaining its momentum.

Vitamin Chains: The Agony of a
Dying Business Model

For years we’ve seen the big vitamin chains slowly reduce store
counts after withdrawing from the public markets to go private.
Although Vitamin Shoppe added a few stores last year, the
channel was swamped by closures of nearly 1,300 GNC stores.
The sector shed more than $500 million in sales—a 19% decrease.
This reduced overall natural industry retail sales by 16%, cutting
topline growth of 3.34% by more than a half-percentage point,
to 2.79%, and reducing yearly growth to $2.6 billion from what
likely would have been a $3.3 billion increase had these stores
stayed open.

Natural Organic: A Growing Piece of the Food Pie

Food retailers in all eight channels continue to deepen their
presence in the natural organic space. As the pandemic proved,
the superior nutrition and immune support natural organic
products provide bodes well for our future. JJ
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