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SUPERMARKET INDUSTRY: THE CAREER PATH IS NO LONGER BAG BOY TO CHAIRMAN.  
 
INDUSTRY CHALLENGES NOW REQUIRE LEADERS WITH TOP EDUCATIONS! THE NUMBER OF 
CEOS WITH TOP EDUCATIONS REFLECTS THIS CHANGE. 
 
For years, college graduates avoided recruiters from the supermarket industry as this was well-known as a 
‘bag boy to CEO’ culture. Most educators did not pay much attention to this sector for this reason. It was 
primarily a ‘macho’ culture as those who grew up in the industry had to earn their stripes by spending time as 
the night stock supervisor or washing vegetables in the tub. Many of the companies were unionized and 
relations between management and the employees were not positive. College graduates who joined 
supermarkets were primarily lured while they were attending college and needed employment to pay their way 
through school. 
 
Now, with the consolidation of the regional chains into mega chains, the supermarket industry is undergoing 
rapid changes. The resulting larger chains are now dealing with complex issues such as:  manufacturing, 
category management, supply chain management/logistics, information technology, human resources, finance, 
and the development of private branded goods. The industry is also facing a changing competitive picture with 

new competition from low cost discount chains, prepared foods to go 
chains, and specialty food supermarkets. These changing times are 
requiring new leaders with greater sophistication. 
 
In a study just completed by our firm, we discovered that 57% of the 
CEOs of the top 75 supermarket chains now hold a Bachelor’s 
degree. This contrasts sharply with the 1950’s when few held a 
college degree. In addition, 17% now hold an MBA degree. Three of 
these CEOs hold a JD degree and one a PhD. Although the 
supermarket industry is slightly behind the general industry, the 
difference is not significant. 
 
No particular college stood out as producing the majority of the 
leaders with a college degree. In terms of MBA degrees, there were 
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three from Harvard and two from the University of Pennsylvania. Other schools producing these leaders with 
an MBA degree were: Columbia, Stanford, Kellogg, Chicago, and Cornell.  
 
In the 60’s and 70’s, a few companies in the supermarket industry saw the need to actively recruit and develop 
college graduates. These were the Jewel Food Company, Safeway, Kroger, HEB, Hannaford Bros, Stop N 
Shop, and Dominick’s, among others. Historically, the Jewel Company has produced the greater portion of the 
industry’s leaders. 
 
Today the supermarket industry offers significant career opportunities as well as significant challenges for 
college graduates. 
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