
















WHAT CHANGED?

new information
& knowledge

↓
seeing something familiar

& understanding it differently
↓

changed behaviors
↓

a new narrative formed
of what a grocery store is



1.What does it take for such a deep commitment 
to a grocery store to become more normal to 
more people?

2.Why narratives are so important in this work

3.How do we change narratives?

4.When grocery stores and their communities 
inhabit a different narrative... what might they 
become... over time?







When narratives change,
systems change



And what changes narratives?

STORIES

When narratives change,

 ↓

people begin to see differently

 ↓

When people see differently,

 ↓

they act differently

 ↓

And when behavior changes at scale,

 ↓

systems change



1905 1962 1971

... made the invisible visible



Grocery shopping has become one 
of the most "invisible" narrative 
environments people live inside. 



The work of preserving, strengthening, and building grocery stores that 
serve people before profit, is not only about understanding the 
system, adapting to the system, or changing the system... 
but about something relational...

... about understanding and changing the story

... and having the confidence to tell it





“When a complex system is far from equilibrium, small 
islands of coherence in a sea of chaos have the capacity 
to shift the entire system to a higher order.”

(attributed) Ilya Prigogine, Nobel Prize-winning chemist 





“One of the greatest difficulties in a 
relationship is to keep the crust of familiarity 

from forming over it completely.”

- John O’Donohue





Executive Summary 
For the eighth consecutive year, a survey of Canadian co-operative leaders found that the 
lack of awareness of the co-operative model continues to be the most pressing and 
important challenge facing the co-operative sector. As one of the 145 respondents to the 
Canadian Centre for the Study of Co-operatives’ 2025 Top Co-op Issues survey explained, 
“We need to tell our story better... 







Grocery store = transactional Grocery store = relational

Consumer = assigned role Participant = chosen role

NARRATIVE SHIFT





THE ‘GROCERY NUT’



THE ‘GROCERY NUT’

1. Convenience overrides reflection

2. Low prices mute deeper questions

3. 100+ years of grocery conditioning 

4. No lived memory of a more democratic 
economy and food system



MAKING THE INVISIBLE VISIBLE

1. Know the DOMINANT NARRATIVE

2. Understand HOW WE GOT HERE

3. Communicate WHERE WE’RE AT

4. Tell a NEW STORY (change the narrative)

5. Know and communicate WHAT’S POSSIBLE



M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

Before you change the story, you have to surface it

1. The Dominant Narrative

















Customers behave like price-maximizers 

= Stores compete primarily on price (race to the bottom)

= Consolidation

= Fragile local economies

= Grocery becomes extractive, not relational

= Self-reinforcing

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

1. The Dominant Narrative



100+ years of conditioning 

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

1. The Dominant Narrative



M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

2. How We Got Here





A&P 1929

 Collected ten cents of every dollar 
spent on food in America

 Stores in 39 states (2 provinces)

 Operated twice as many stores as 
the next seven chains combined

 16,000 stores

 $1 billion in sales  ($18.8 billion today)





1890







“I do not think that any method of distribution has a 
right to take advantage of its strong position in the 
channels of distribution to sell the commodities that 
are processed from one set of materials at a loss, and 
to make up that loss on commodities that are 
produced by another set of producers.”

— Charles J. Brand, Co-Administrator of the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act, addressing chain store executives (1933)  

1933

National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA)
Required grocery wholesalers and retailers to 
draw up codes for “fair competition” 

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA)
Prevented loss leading



Robinson-Patman Act (1936)
Prohibited price-discrimination

“[The chains are] sapping the civic life of local communities 
with an absentee overlordship, draining off their earnings to 
[their] coffers, and reducing independent businessmen to 
employees or to idleness.”

— Texas Congressman, Wright Patman, 1935

FAIR TRADE LAWS



By the late 1930s, twenty-nine states had 
implemented chain store taxes...

CHAIN STORE TAXES



GOLDEN ERA OF ANTITRUST
1938-1968



THE GREAT COMPRESSION (The “second American Revolution”)



1982: Antitrust prosecutions came under new guidelines

1988: Walmart’s Super Center entry

1988: FTC

“The FTC is a gaunt and bloodied agency. Since 1980 
there has been a drop of more than 40% in the work years 
allocated to antitrust enforcement. In the same period, 
merger filings skyrocketed to more than 320% of their 
1980 level.”

– Andrew J. Strenio Jr, FTC Commissioner

1980s – “America forgot its own 
history”



Great Divergence

THE GREAT COMPRESSION (The “second American Revolution”)



EROSION OF ANTITRUST ENFORCEMENT



VIRGINIA

28

20

15

63%

Ahold-Delhaize

Walmart

Kroger

Market share of top 3

SAN ANTONIO, TX

50

32

6

88%

H-E-B

Walmart

Costco

Market share of top 3

Grocery Gap Atlas 2026 Chain Store Guide 2024

GROCERY MARKET CONCENTRATION



2019

GROCERY MARKET CONCENTRATION



CONSUMER BRANDS
MARKET CONCENTRATION

Quartr



3. Communicate WHERE WE’RE AT

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

























The store is no longer the unit of competition,
the grocery retail ecosystem is.

We're moving from: "Many stores competing for shoppers"
 "A few systems organizing how food flows".→

The grocery store is no longer just a marketplace,
it's becoming a vertically integrated system.

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

3. Communicate WHERE WE’RE AT



January 2025

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

3. Communicate WHERE WE’RE AT



January 2025

“The point of Robinson-Patman is 
that the same rules should apply to 
everyone. It is time to enforce the 
law again.” 

        Alvaro Bedoya, FTC Commissioner



March 2025



May 2025





We are on our ‘own’

M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

3. Communicate WHERE WE’RE AT



(1944)

THE COUNTER MOVEMENT
Society’s attempt to repair the disruption inflicted by the “free market.”



(1944)

“...to allow the market mechanism to be the sole director of the 
fate of human beings and their natural environment... would 
result in the demolition of society.”

THE COUNTER MOVEMENT
Society’s attempt to repair the disruption inflicted by the “free market.”



 Industrial revolution 
 Progressive-era monopolies
 Slavery, racial discrimination & inequities
 Great Depression
 Economic prosperity/disparity of 50s/60s

Food Co-ops followed...

THE COUNTER MOVEMENT
Society’s attempt to repair the disruption inflicted by the “free market.”

 Globalization
 Grocery mergers
 Climate change
 Financial crisis 2007-2008
 Food desertification



Pre-19th century
Markets organized around social needs

19th

Society organized around market needs

20th (early-mid)
Markets organized around social needs

1980s
Society organized around market needs

Present Day
?????

ROLE OF MARKETS IN SOCIETY



M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

4. Tell a NEW STORY (change the narrative)





New Narrative?

“MORE THAN A
GROCERY STORE”





 HUMAN HEALTH

 ENVIRONMENT

 ECONOMY

 FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS

“Grocery stores are the most powerful 
institutions shaping...”



New Narrative?

GROCERY STORES AS
”GATEKEEPERS”







KEYWORDS & TALKING POINTS

 “Food system bottlenecks”
 “Gatekeepers”
 “Grocers determine which foods make it to 
     market, and which don’t”
 “The most powerful point in food supply 

chain”
 “Food supply chain’s control center”

New Narrative?

GROCERY STORES AS
”GATEKEEPERS”



New Narrative?

“GROCERY RIGHTS”



 Food is a human right 

 The systems that provide access to food should uphold that right 

 Markets are part of society—not separate from it 

New Narrative?

“GROCERY RIGHTS”
“GROCERY DEMOCRACY”





“Democracy isn’t something you go out and do—
it’s something you live.”



New Narrative?

“CITIZEN-CONSUMER”



Grocery store = transactional Grocery store = relational

Consumer Participant

Leads to...

 Civic duty
 Loyalty
 Resilience
 Willingness to support margins

New Narrative?

“CITIZEN-CONSUMER”
    from “shopper” to “citizen-consumer”



New Narrative?

“CITIZEN-CONSUMER”
    from “shopper” to “citizen-consumer”



New Narrative?

“CITIZEN-CONSUMER”
    from “shopper” to “citizen-consumer”



New Narrative?

GROCERY STORES AS
”COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE”



New Narrative?

GROCERY STORES as
“COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE”
                          From “a place to shop” to “infrastructure”



New Narrative?

GROCERY STORES as
“COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE”
                          From “a place to shop” to “infrastructure”

Photo: Don Usner, New Mexico Magazine



New Narrative?

RESIDENTS AS “INVESTORS”



New Narrative?

RESIDENTS AS “INVESTORS”                

“Leaky Economy”









@discovernelson @tamarackmediaco









“expense”
“price”
“spending”
“transaction”

New Narrative?

RESIDENTS AS “INVESTORS”                

“investment”



New Narrative?

RESIDENTS AS “INVESTORS”                

“BUY LOCAL”

“INVEST IN 
RESILIENT

SUPPLY CHAINS”



New Narrative?

RESIDENTS AS “INVESTORS”                

What are we investing in?



M A K I N G   T H E   I N V I S I B L E   V I S I B L E

5. Know and communicate WHAT’S POSSIBLE







1970s



1970s



“We wanted to set up an alternative, parallel system
to just about everything, and food was a good 
place to start.”        

- Steve Pincus, founding member, Outpost Natural Foods



COMMUNICATION 
& GROCERY DEMOCRACY





















VERTICAL INTEGRATION















































CONCERN
FOR

COMMUNITY



In peak growing season, 40%
of the produce department is

TRUE LOCAL.

grown + crafted 
WITHIN 100-MILES OF YOUR CO-OP

















15% discount on 
purchases

Working Member Program
6-hours/yr = 5% discount

Non-Profit 'offshoot'



15% discount on 
purchases

Working Member Program
6-hours/yr = 5% discount

Non-Profit 'offshoot'









“Operationalizing democracy”

“This is what democracy looks like”





0



















“More than a grocery store”

Community 
Connection

(Gathering)

Small
Business
Incubator

Local 
Economic

Development
Agency

Food &
Kitchen

Education - 
Literacy

Advocacy

Community
Value

Generator

Wellness
Hub

Community 
Development

Democracy

= RESILIENCE









When narratives change,
systems change



We’re not just competing on price – we’re living 
inside a story about what grocery shopping is. 

And until we change that story, we’ll keep getting 
the same results.



How will you tell your story?





      www.grocerystory.coop


