
 
    

The rise of the supermarket 
 
 

Since their invention in the 1950s, supermarkets have come to dominate the 
world of food retailing. Today in the UK it is estimated that half the food 
consumed by 57 million people is bought from just 1000 chain stores. 
 
A number of factors have contributed to the rise of supermarkets – for example, 
the growth of urban populations, developments in transportation, refrigeration 
and packaging and changes in lifestyles including more working women and 
increased car ownership. 
 
A revolution in shopping 
 
Self-service stores were first introduced to Britain after WWII, and by 1956 there 
were already 3000 such stores in operation. The stores transformed the whole 
experience of shopping. For the first time, all groceries could be purchased 
under one roof, preventing the need for the customer to visit separate small 
shops (butcher, baker, green grocer etc). Customers entered the stores through 
turnstiles and walked through narrow mazes of tall shelves packed with different 
products. They selected their goods as they continued through the maze to a 
cashier. As a result of this process, bright eye-catching packaging and branding 
became more important to companies and consumers – after all, the goods 
needed to sell themselves. Pre-packaged goods had to be of a uniform quality 
and of a particular standard. The emphasis was on hygiene, space, bright 
modern design and efficiency. Gradually, stores grew larger (the largest being 
some 2000 square ft) and became known as ‘supermarkets’. By the mid 1960s, 
there were 12,000 supermarkets in operation. 
 
Shopping today 
 
For the modern supermarket customer, the experience of shopping is 
incomparable with the shopping of the past. Supermarket customers tend to 
visit stores by car, stocking up with a week’s worth of supplies at one time, 
whereas in the past they may have purchased goods at separate specialist shops 
throughout the week. Today the food retail market is dominated by a small 
number of enormous companies – 75% of the UK total grocery market is 
controlled by the four largest supermarkets. Supermarkets rely on sophisticated 
computer technology to increase efficiency and cost-effectiveness. In particular, 
supermarket retailing would not be possible without the 'electronic point of sale 
technology' (EPOS) that scans bar codes and enables retailers to keep track of 
their stock. 
 
Arguments for and against 
 
There is no doubt that the expansion of supermarkets has helped to reduce the 
cost of food for consumers. Supporters claim that supermarkets drive down 
costs and offer an increased variety of products, particularly to those on low 
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incomes. However, critics of supermarkets argue that the competitive low prices 
offered by supermarkets are responsible for creating great financial difficulties 
for food producers and farmers – even forcing many out of business. Others 
raise concerns about the environmental consequences of supermarket retailing, 
particularly through excessive transport and packaging. Supermarket food may 
look inexpensive, they claim, but it literally costs the earth in terms of 
environmental impact. Lastly, supermarkets threaten the existence of privately 
run small shops. The profits generated by supermarkets allow them to lower 
their prices to rival smaller retailers, often putting those retailers out of business 
altogether. 
 
The growth of supermarkets does not seem likely to halt any time in the near 
future, and whether they respond to consumer concerns by changing their 
policies on the ethics of food production remains to be seen. 
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