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Food deserts are urban and rural communities with no or severely limited access to fresh, 
healthy, and affordable food.1 In the United States, approximately 23.5 million people live 
in food deserts.2 Studies have found a link between poverty, access to fresh, nutritious 
foods, and diet-related health problems. For many, living in a food desert leads to food 
insecurity, where people are unable to secure a nutritionally adequate diet.  The lack of 
access to fresh, affordable food for people living in low-income, isolated neighborhoods 
severely impacts the physical health and well being of those individuals and their families.  
To solve the problem of food inequity, many believe that “encouraging supermarkets and 
grocery stores to open in underserved neighborhoods will translate into improvements in 
individuals’ diets and lead to a reduction in diet-related health problems.”3  This is simply 
not true. Meaningful access means much more than physical proximity to a grocery store.  
Access means the food is proximate and affordable, and that efforts have been taken to 
overcome any other barriers inhibiting residents from enjoying a healthy diet.  Indeed, 
our research shows that opening a grocery store in a food desert does not necessarily 
solve the community food issues or mean that the business will thrive.4 Rather, social 
barriers such as, “preference for existing food stores, worries about how increased 
choice might affect household food budgets, community resistance to new supermarket 
property development, and access to informal store credit, impede the success of new 
establishments.”5 

Another misperception is that personal preference drives residents to continue to purchase 
unhealthy, processed foods when healthier options are available. The faulty logic is that 
individuals who live in food deserts are raised eating meals from fast food restaurants 
and convenience stores, so it becomes all they know.6 Studies, however, have shown that 
low-income communities have nearly twice as many fast food restaurants than wealthier 
areas making low-nutrient, high-caloric foods more financially accessible.7   In many cases, 
healthier food is harder to get to and more expensive, while unhealthy foods fit more easily 
into a tight budget.8  In short, the reason is often lack of money, not a lack of desire.

This Report focuses on five for-profit grocery stores and food 
establishments that have implemented promising business initiatives 
to combat food deserts: (i) Brown Super Stores; (ii) Whole Foods 
Market; (iii) Wegmans; (iv) Juices For Life; and (v) Walmart.  It 
dissects the initiatives that these establishments have used to provide 
fresh food to their communities and, as a result, how they have helped 
combat food deserts.  By doing this, we hope to foster dialogue about 
how to bring positive change to food desert communities.  

Our analysis of the initiatives leads us to conclude that the success of these establishments 
in food deserts is dependent on engaging with and educating the community and partnering 
with progressive organizations.

The Problem
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Brown Super Stores is changing the grocery game. Headed by Jeff Brown, a fourth 
generation Philadelphia grocer, the Delaware Valley store employs over 2,300 associates 
who make a difference for local communities. Brown Super Stores move into low-income 
neighborhoods and collaborate with local community leaders to understand the dynamics 
in the area in order to meet the specific needs of the neighborhood.  Brown has said that 
“before we open a store in a neighborhood, we work with community leaders ... learn about 
their background, religion, [and] where their families came from.”9 This helps to ensure the 
appropriate types of food are available.10  For example, in an area with a larger Muslim 
population, Brown Super Stores have a separate section for Halal meat.11  To ensure their 
stores support the needs of the community, Brown Super Stores operate according to 
“brand pillars” that are the backbone for every store.12 

 � �Authentic products: the store stocks food from many of the resident’s childhoods, such 
as comfort foods and pre-made food from scratch.  Each store has a “Wall of Values,” 
which are shelves stocked with items that associates collect and organize in order to help 
the customers stretch their budget for the whole month while still making enjoyable and 
healthy meals.

 � �Enjoyable shopping experience: the layout and flow of the stores is easy to navigate and 
accessible to all.  They take pride in keeping a clean, high-end store so customers will be 
more likely to make it their primary shopping location.  In addition, Brown Super Stores 
make sure the customer service in the store is top-notch by providing exceptional training 
to their staff.

 � �Taking cues from high-end stores: Brown says he likes to take cues from stores like 
Whole Foods by having employee stack the produce in pyramids because it helps avoid 
bruising and take extra care with placing the products on shelves.  This lends itself to an 
enjoyable shopping experience. 

 � �Inviting skilled butchers and in-store chefs: when a store is known for not only being 
affordable, but also having professional staff, many are inclined to frequent it.  The 
products produced by the in-store chef help encourage and educate people to make 
healthier options.  For instance, the smell of fire-grilled chicken prepared on-site becomes 
an enticing, healthier alternative.

Recognizing that transportation is often an issue for residents of food deserts, Brown 
conducts research to identify the most physically accessible locations to build new stores.  
Brown’s team has also lobbied the transportation authority in some communities to make 
sure there are bus stops near as many of their stores as possible.13 

Recognizing that convenience is key, Brown Super Stores have partnered with local 
nonprofits, so that individuals can complete most of their errands in one place.14 For 
example, some Brown Super Stores have, at no or little cost to the customer, credit unions, 
staff nutritionists, social workers, and health clinics on-site.15  Because Brown found that 
most of their customers were going to the emergency room if they needed medical care, 
Brown started his own nonprofit healthcare service, QCare.16 The service now serves 
other supermarkets, nationwide that want to provide low-cost healthcare services to their 
customers.17

Brown  
Super  

Stores

Corporations that are trying to be  
part of the solution In recent years, several for-profit grocery 

stores and food establishments have 
been working in partnership with 
communities to alleviate food disparities 
and foster investment in food deserts 
around the country. 
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More recently, Brown Super Stores have introduced a free, private, and quick mental 
health-screening kiosk in a North Philadelphia store.18 In commenting on this initiative, 
Commissioner of Philadelphia’s Department of Behavioral Health and Intellectual Disability 
Services, Arthur Evans, said that he is excited to take away the stigma of mental health, and 
that “we know we [are] going to reach many more people” with this program.19

Brown Super Stores also foster community involvement in a host of other ways.  Some of 
the stores have community rooms where various community-run organizations can hold 
meetings, providing the organizations a space of their own.20  The store helps formerly 
incarcerated individuals to re-enter the job market.21 There is a risk that members of the 
community who are not able to secure adequate employment after they are released from 
prison may turn to illegal activity in order to provide for themselves.22  With this initiative, 
Brown Super Stores not only helps the individual secure employment, but also supports the 
community as a whole.23  Finally, Brown also created a nonprofit organization called Uplift 
Solutions to assist grocery stores and other nutritional institutions with moving into food 
deserts.24 Uplift Solutions works with dozens of companies to come up with specialized 
plans for success and sustainability and uses many of the aforementioned steps to walk a 
company through a successful launch and day-to-day business transactions.25

These opportunities coupled with affordable, fresh groceries help make the supermarket 
an integral staple in the community. The services and items that the store provides further 
entrench its presence and makes the risk of failure very low. 

Whole Foods Market, a mission driven company with a focus on sustainable agriculture and 
providing the healthiest food options, has been making strides towards eliminating food 
deserts.26 Whole Foods was founded in 1980 in Austin, Texas by four local businesspeople 
who decided they wanted to open a supermarket that provided wholesome and healthy 
food options.27 

As a commitment to improving the lives and opportunities of individuals who are living within 
the communities they serve, Whole Foods has set up three foundations, all with different 
objectives.28 The Whole Planet Foundation is focused on the relationships with poor people 
in developing nations where they source their food.29 The Whole Kids Foundation focuses 
on supporting families and children by improving children’s nutrition.30  Lastly, launched in 
2014, the Whole Foods’ Whole Cities Foundation (“Whole Cities”), is dedicated to bringing 
fresh, nutritious food and easier access to healthy food education into food deserts.31 
This foundation supports the company’s core value to “serve and support local and global 
communities and promote the health of stakeholders through healthy eating education.”32 

Whole Cities was born out of Whole Foods’ business model when they opened a store in 
Detroit in 2011.33 Whole Foods chose to expand to Detroit because, at the time, the city had 
been without a grocery store for more than seven years and many community members 
were struggling with poverty.34  Opening in Detroit gave Whole Foods the opportunity to 
be a game changer on many levels.35 The store would be an option for employment, would 
bring revenue to the city, and be a healthy food option.36 Whole Foods aimed to help close 
the gap between the rich and the poor.37 

Whole Foods, typically frequented by white, middle- and upper-income customers, knew 
that it was targeting a new demographic. To successfully reach its intended market, the 
company had to “persuade [this] new kind of customer that what it sold—local, organic, and 
sustainable products—were worth seeking out and paying higher prices for.”38  In order to 
do so, and before opening the Detroit location, Whole Foods committed to identifying how 
their store could meet the needs and desires of the people within the community.39 They 
engaged deep community discussion and were responsive to local cultures, focusing on the 
increasing access to fresh foods for all income levels.40  For example, classes were provided 
to educate lower-income customers on how to shop on a budget and what healthier food 
options there were.41

Out of the model implemented in Detroit, Whole Cities was launched, which now partners 
with community-based organizations that create food access solutions, builds collaborative 
partnerships where nutritious food access and healthy eating education come together, and 
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broadens access to healthy eating information by starting conversations about wellness 
and fresh food.42 The initial scope of work for Whole Cities is focused on New Orleans, 
Louisiana; Englewood, Illinois; and Jackson, Mississippi.43  

In New Orleans, Whole Foods collaborated with the Refresh Project to restore an abandoned 
60,000 square foot building into a Whole Foods market with free nutrition education that 
will also host a non-profit café that provides job skills training for youth, a medical teaching 
kitchen, a teaching garden, and a revitalization organization.44  In Jackson, Whole Foods is 
collaborating with organizations that are working to increase access to fresh, healthy food by 
inviting grant applications from non-profit organizations that run community gardens, urban 
farms, mobile groceries, and other innovative projects to bring fresh, healthy, and affordable 
food to the area.45  Still in development is the Englewood location where Whole Foods will 
stock the store with more affordable 365 Brand products, price produce individually instead 
of by the pound, and sell more bulk foods.46 

By focusing on community engagement, food education, and the needs of the local 
community, Whole Foods has created a lasting business model that is improving the health 
and wellness of underserved communities. 

Originating in Rochester, New York, Wegmans is a family-owned grocery store that has 
implemented many successful initiatives that foster and support community development.47 
Each store supports local community initiatives, food banks, and also accepts suggestions 
from community members on where donations and sponsorships should be allocated.48 

The company’s initiatives include Feeding the Hungry, a campaign that donated 16.5 million 
pounds of food to local food banks and food pantries in 2013 alone.49 Wegmans’s Check Out 
Hunger program, a yearly campaign that asks customers to add a small donation to their order 
to support a local food bank, has raised approximately $29 million since 1993.50 The funds 
raised for Check Out Hunger directly support the initiatives of the food banks by, for example, 
providing food to emergency food organizations such as food pantries, soup kitchens, and 
shelters;51 increasing access to fresh produce through community markets;52 increasing 
awareness of the issues surrounding hunger;53 and, workforce and skills development.54 

Since the 1990s, Wegmans has supported Kids Café, one of the nation’s largest child-
feeding programs, that provides free, nutritious meals and snacks to low-income children in 
community locations (including Boys & Girls Clubs, churches, public schools, and community 
centers).55 Last year, the Rochester, New York program provided over 300,000 meals at 60 
different sites.56 The program also offers other services like after-school assistance with 
homework, nutrition education, and meals that emphasize fresh fruits and vegetables.57 Kids 
Café has had a significant impact. The Center on Hunger and Poverty reported that children 
who participated in Kid’s Cafes earned better grades in school.58 Additionally, “KidzPack”s 
are offered on the weekends when free or reduced price lunch programs that are provided 
during the week are not usually available.59 

Recognizing that hunger and poverty issues are interconnected and often food deserts 
are also “job deserts” with high unemployment rates,60 Wegmans is committed to hiring 
the majority of its employees from the local community and offers opportunities for career 
growth and development. Further, they have extensive employment training programs for 
each location before opening. For example, the newest store location planned for Brooklyn 
will bring 1,200 jobs to the Brooklyn Navy Yard.61 Partnering with the Brooklyn Navy Yard 
Development Corporation to recruit area residents for jobs, developers and resident leaders 
will set up New York City Housing Authority employment centers in nearby developments.62 
In the first two weeks of hiring, the store will interview exclusively from the three housing 
projects that border the Navy Yard.63 

Wegmans’s initiatives empower the communities they support. Hiring locally and offering 
support in the form of training and scholarship programs creates a collaborative environment 
between employees, owners, and customers. Job creation also alleviates economic 
hardships, which in turn, provides greater financial access to healthy food. 

Wegmans
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In 2014, with the help of Uplift Solutions and other partners, rappers Styles P and Jadakiss, 
opened Juices For Life, a juice bar in Yonkers, New York, close to where they were both 
raised.64 A second Juices For Life opened in the Bronx, New York just one year later.  The 
goal of Juices For Life is to help people in poor communities who have little access to fresh 
food maintain a healthy lifestyle and, in turn, reduce the amount of trips to the emergency 
room for illnesses preventable by a healthy diet and exercise.65  

Young women and men of color, living in low-income neighborhoods are not the advertising 
industry’s initial market when thinking about whom to target as health conscious individuals. 
By having a juice bar co-owned by some of hip hop’s most respected rappers, Juices For Life 
has been able to target the demographic that the juicing industry has yet to reach, showing 
that healthy food is not only for affluent people.  

In a video interview with FeelrichTV in 2011, Styles P championed “juicing” by saying, 
“the keys to life and the keys to energy [...] are fruits, veggies, and working out.”66 The 
rappers want to bring this lifestyle and way of thinking into food deserts with consequential 
community health issues.67 

Juices For Life took substantial steps in order to be successful in food deserts, including:

 � �Working with Uplift Solutions to ensure they were taking the necessary steps to meet 
the community needs.

 � �Ensuring that each location has a list of health benefits and various ailments that eating 
healthy can help fix. 

 � �Juices For Life also sells bags of steel cut oats, bundles of bananas, and pre-made 
healthy snacks to expose community members to additional healthy eating options. 

Juices For Life understands that simply opening a juice bar in a food desert does not mean 
members of the community will come.  The company, in tandem with Uplift Solutions, has 
implemented a model for success and sustainability. 

To fight food deserts, Walmart committed to opening 275-300 stores in food deserts by 
2016.68   By 2014, Walmart had opened 224 stores in food deserts across the country, 
including in states with a high concentration of food deserts, such as Texas, California, and 
Colorado.69 Almost a year before their self-imposed deadline, Walmart has now met their 
goal of opening 275 stores.70  The company also joined First Lady Michele Obama and her 
Let’s Move initiative, a program designed to help fight childhood obesity and help Americans 
get healthy.71 

One of the stores that Walmart opened in Washington, D.C. served two USDA registered 
food deserts and brought a wide assortment of fresh produce and meats at affordable 
prices to the communities.72 They have also partnered with Feed the Children, a non-profit 
that works to end childhood hunger, to feed several hundred families.73  For example, in 
2013, Walmart, PepsiCo, and Feed the Children together donated two tractor trailers of food 
and essentials to 800 children and their families in Washington, D.C.74

Walmart also works with Central Kitchen, an organization that seeks to end hunger and 
rebuild urban food systems with recycled food, culinary lessons, and healthy school meals.75  
The company worked with Central Kitchen to promote healthy living and eating and has 
invested time into educating families about healthier food choices.76 Walmart encourages 
preparing meals at home and using more fruits and vegetables. 77   To support this belief, the 
company offers cooking classes such as Taste of African Heritage and works with families 
to help them make the most out of their resources.78

Juices  
For Life

WalMart
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Commonalities exist between these five for-profit grocery stores and food establishments 
that could be the roots for future success in achieving greater food equity.  The first, 
community engagement, is one of the most critical factors. When stores engage the 
community, discover their needs, and then create a business model that supports and 
responds to those needs, it provides meaningful access for the members of that community. 
Through community engagement, these establishments are also educated about the types 
of foods and services local residents need. 

Second, partnerships are key. Collaborating with community organizations and agencies 
increased community engagement. Non-profit and government organizations lend support 
to and strengthen the success of many of these business initiatives, and are important 
agents in the fight against food insecurity. 

Finally, the companies that hired local employees were able to help incrementally improve the 
overall economic stability of food deserts. Of course, there is more to be done.  Fortunately, 
companies around the country are working with communities and thinking creatively about 
how to bring healthy, affordable, and accessible food to food deserts.

The Path 
Forward

www.unsharedbounty.org
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