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Whole Foods Market has been naMed to every one oF the 
FortUne 100 best CoMpanies to Work For® lists that has 
been pUblished. 
Known for its commitment to natural foods and products, outstanding treatment of Team Members (as 

employees are called), and phenomenal philanthropic programs, Whole Foods operates over 350 stores 

in four countries. The company is currently in a period of tremendous growth, with leases signed to open 

90 new stores over the next four years.

In May 2013, Great Place to Work® Senior Consultant 

Tony Bond conducted an interview with Walter Robb, 

Co-CEO of Whole Foods Market, onsite at the 

company’s Austin, TX headquarters. The conversation 

was a part of the Spring Executive Strategy Network 

meeting, where leaders from recognized FORTUNE 

Best Companies came together to learn from fellow 

outstanding workplace leaders. Below is an edited 

transcript of their conversation, focusing on Robb’s 

views on leadership, empowerment, and sustaining 

culture during this outstanding growth period.

Walter Robb
Co-CEO, Whole Foods Market
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Tony Bond, Great Place to Work: Leaders 
have tremendous influence over the culture of 
any organization. What is your perspective on 
leadership at Whole Foods? And, how do leaders 
reinforce the culture that you are trying to build? 

Walter Robb, Co-CEO of Whole Foods Market: 
We have an iconic leader in John Mackey [Co-
CEO and Co-Founder of Whole Foods Market]. He 
has been recognized as one of the great American 
business visionaries in the twenty-first century. He 
has been recognized by FORTUNE and by Forbes. 
He is just an extraordinarily gifted individual that 
can see way down the road. So we have an 
example at Whole Foods of a leader who sets the 
bar pretty darn high. I think that inspires people.
 
Our view of leadership is a little more democratic, 
and we are trying to set the culture up in a way 
that grows and creates leaders. You can create 
a culture in two ways: You can be a command 
and control—let’s tell folks what to do. Or, you 
can go the other direction and open it up, which 
really empowers the intelligence and creativity that 
every individual has and is just looking for the air to 
breathe, so that it can come out. What we try to do 
is to find and celebrate and create opportunities 
for people to become leaders….to give them the 
moment. 

The gift of empowerment is giving power away to 
let other people grow. That’s a real leader, who 
will step back and let other folks grow and will 
find joy in the leaders that are being created. The 
thing about leadership at Whole Foods is, I think 
people look to the executive team to see if we are 
going to continue to live by the values, walk our 
talk, and make decisions that reflect what they 
think Whole Foods is all about. And to see if there 
is a consistency in the decision making…that this 
is a company they can believe in. Because if you 
don’t make decisions that reaffirm their faith in the 
company, then you start undermining the culture. 

TB: Can you give us some practical examples of 
how this type of leadership shows up in things like 
store operations, customer experience, employee 
experience?

WR: Yes. About a month ago we announced our 
commitment to full GMOs transparency by 2018. 
GMOs are Genetically Modified Organisms in the 
food system [that currently are not required to be 

identified on food labels in the U.S.]. So we declared 
we would have full transparency [to identify GMOs 
in all food sold by Whole Foods Market] by 2018 
and that’s a big deal—a very big deal. 

A month prior, we were getting thousands of 
letters from our customers on this issue. There 
was a proposition on this in California, Proposition 
37, which ultimately failed, but it brought the issue 
forward. I could literally feel the disturbance in the 
system, if you will. I could feel the disturbance on 
the force…that it did not feel in alignment [with 
what our Team Members expected from us]. And 
the day we announced our commitment to full 
transparency, I could feel the settling of the force. 
I could feel the whole organization going, “Aaaah. 
This is what we expected the company to do.” I 
could literally feel that, and people started writing us. 

I think this is the example of when right decisions 
are taken—and sometimes you are led by your 
customers or Team Members—but when right 
decisions are taken, I think you create the 
alignment. The alignment continues within the 
company and good things happen. 

Practical examples of empowerment are, for 
example, our store Team Leaders have the ability 
to spend up to a $150K on their own authority. 
They have thresholds they have to meet with 
capital discipline, but they don’t have to ask 
permission to spend the money. If you empower 
people, and don’t give them the actual resources, 
it’s just B.S., right? Every one of our Team Leaders 
is running their own team. They make their own 
hiring decisions, they run their own meetings, they 
share the financial information. There is a much 
higher level of ownership at the Team Leader level 
than in many other companies. So there is an 
example of how we are distributing the operational 
decision making. 

Every store can order product. Maybe 10% of 
each store’s product is determined in a centralized 
fashion, but the rest is determined at the store 
level. In many larger companies like ours—we’re 
$13 billion or so—you can’t buy product at the 
store level. But our Store Leaders can buy and 
they have a system. So, these are examples of 
how we try to continue to push decision making to 
the appropriate level and provide the resources to 
support them.
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TB: In your role, you are very busy, and there a 
lot of things that demand your time and attention. 
What is your role in nurturing this culture and 
keeping it going forward, and how do you commit 
your time to this?

WR: You know, it’s evolved because I’ve been 
doing retail for a long time; thirty-some-odd years. 
I probably visit 85 or 90 stores a year. I spend 2 
½ or 3 hours on the floor and I just connect with 
Team Members. I walk and I talk, because I’m really 
genuinely interested in who they are and what 
their stories are. I find it fascinating and typical 
questions I ask are, “What brought you here?” or 
“What’s happening in your life?” or “What is you 
experience with Whole Foods?” and I find that 
when you are interested, they all share with you 
exactly what’s going on. I’ve got a pretty good feel 
for the morale in this company as result of those 
experiences.

But I recognize my role has changed from being 
the merchandizing guru to being just a supportive, 
appreciative leader who recognizes the great 
things that they are contributing. At the end of the 
walk I can take the store leadership group and 
say, “Let’s hear five or six things you might want to 
work on.” My job is to kind of push them or prod 
them or inspire them, so I’ll take them to dinner 
and ask, “How are you guys thinking about the 
next 3 to 5 years?” Not, “Let me tell you what it 
looks like,” but, “Let me hear what you’re thinking, 

and have you thought about where can you go 
from here?” and that sort of thing. I encourage 
them to push themselves a little further in their 
own potential. Because when they do that, the 
company’s potential also grows.
 
TB: Whole Foods is growing at such a rapid rate, 
and you are putting people in leadership positions. 
I’m sure you’ve experienced some stress in the 
system with the growth. How do you prepare your 
future leaders or develop your leaders to take on 
those roles?

WR: We had a stress point this year in the 
FORTUNE 100 Best Companies to Work For 
rankings. We were devastated actually to see our 
ranking drop from the 20s and 30s down to about 
70, and we thought, “Wow, this is a wakeup call.” 
I think the thing we took away from that was that 
the stress point was there. We had pushed the 
company to grow. We were pushing, and we are 
growing faster, and the big calculation there is—
how do you do it in a way that doesn’t blow your 
culture? 

You have to make that decision around what works 
with your culture. It showed up for us in terms 
of realizing that maybe some folks were getting 
promoted too soon. Maybe they were not getting 
enough support. This is the stress point where 
the Team Members’ actual experience of Whole 
Foods comes from being with their Team Leader. 
And it has led to a whole kind of examination 
amongst the operating group of how we can do 
that better. That’s right where we’re at right now. 
Some Regional Presidents have declared next 
year will be the year of the Regional Presidents (we 
have 12 of them), and the year of the Team Leader 
the next year.   

We also started an Academy for Conscious 
Leadership for our Store Team Leaders. We’ve 
also talked about how to create a curriculum for 
our Team Leaders that’s regionally based to make 
sure they are getting the injection of our culture 
and values so that when they lead others, it’s 
coming from that place.

You never can take culture for granted. It’s 
intangible, but it’s living, it’s alive, and companies 
have to continue to invest in their culture, just like 
they would invest in any other asset. You have 

“You never can take culture 
for granted. It’s intangible, 
but it’s living, it’s alive, and 
companies have to continue 
to invest in their culture, just 
like they would invest in 
any other asset. You have to 
refresh it, you have to engage 
it…and you have to continue 
to treasure it.”
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to refresh it, you have to engage it, you have to 
invest in it. And you have to continue to treasure it, 
which is why we create gatherings. As an example, 
every three years, we have a Tribal Gathering; this 
next year in Austin it will be a thousand people. 
Leadership levels from all over the country come 
together and celebrate. You have to celebrate your 
culture. You have to be proud of it. 

TB: As you are growing, how do you manage 
the polarities between the centralization of how 
things are done—in other words, keeping things 
consistent across stores—and providing local 
freedom to innovate and experiment?

WR: Always err on the side of the freedom and 
innovation. There are a few things that are 
nonnegotiable at Whole Foods and those are 
the core values, the financial framework, our 
integrity…these things are not up for discussion. 
Because part of our company is built on the trust 
and integrity we have with our customers and 
our Team Members, and you can’t screw around 
with that. You do that, and you are out, you are 
gone—it’s not acceptable. The culture at this point 
is strong enough that it will be rejected anyway; 
that sort of behavior will get surfaced and rejected. 

So, always err on the side of human freedom, 
because ultimately having engaged Team 
Members is going to move the company faster 
and further than any other strategy that you can 
come up with. So widen, don’t narrow. Constantly 
think about how you encourage, support, and 
push individuals to move from their own center. 
Every individual has something that they want to 
contribute. But they contribute from the place they 
want to contribute from. That’s how the company 
grows. So, that’s what we’re trying to do. 

TB: Any examples that have birthed from a local 
perspective and have now become a part of the 
culture?

WR: Yes. The Marketing Team Leader at the 
Thousand Oaks, CA store had a customer come 
in and say, “My son is blind. I want my son to 
have the experience of shopping at Whole Foods.” 
So, on her own, that leader created braille tags 
for three departments. Her idea spread in the 
Southern Pacific region, and the Braille Institute in 
Boston picked it up. 

Another example is the Green Trek Challenge, 
which is a program in our company for exercise, 
healthy eating and environmental engagement that 
started with a single Team Member having the idea 
to create it. Now we have 10,000 Team Members 
participating. There is example after example of 
ideas being created and surfacing within our Team 
Members.

TB: A lot of this creativity is driven by the democratic 
leadership style, and local empowerment that you 
give people. 

WR:  I think that is the secret, really, of Whole 
Foods. I have learned from John Mackey that 
ultimately the lens that you are using to make 
decisions here is, “Does this empower individuals? 
Does this err on the side of giving people more 
room, more responsibility…or not?” It’s a pretty 
simple sort of a lens. 

Many organizations fall to the other direction 
because they want to control. And there are 
reasons you want to control, right? You can’t have 
all this chaos. But Whole Foods is chaotic, I will 
tell you. It is chaotic! But the chaos is what leads 
to the creativity, which leads to the movement and 
the progress. 

Increasingly the world is showing it’s clearly moving 
faster than any organization. Your challenge is 
to have your org chart continue to evolve in a 

“Always err on the side of 
human freedom, because 
ultimately having engaged 
Team Members is going to 
move the company faster 
and further than any other 
strategy that you can come 
up with.”
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way that’s going to support the company being 
competitive, and in service of your customers 
and your Team Members. Mark Ehrnstein [Global 
Vice President of Team Member Services, a 
function similar to Human Resources] will tell you, 
I constantly push him on how he’s going evolve the 
organization of Team Member Services to be able 
to support a changing world. I think the principle 
you use is human freedom.  

TB: So with this freedom and power, I’m sure there 
is accountability. How do you ensure that you are 
getting the right talent into the organization, and 
protect the talent and culture that you have already 
built? 

WR:  Increasingly, the talent is finding its way 
to us. We don’t tend to lose people, and in my 
conversations with Team Members, when I ask, 
“Why did you come to Whole Foods?” They say, 
“I did my research, and I want to be in a company 
that has values. I want to be part of something 
larger than myself.” And when you provide a place 
like that, the talent comes to you, and you can be 
selective about who comes in from the beginning. 
That helps. 

How do we hold them accountable? Well, look. 
We’ve got a strict financial framework; we’ve been 
a public company since ‘93. We’re accountable to 
our shareholders. We have to show up every three 
months and deliver our results. We get spanked 

when we go south, and we get rewarded at times 
like right now…we are at an all-time stock high. 
So that kind of score card is kept on the financial 
results.

As far as our Team Members…freedom without 
accountability is kind of an empty deal right? It goes 
with accepting more self-responsibility. Whether 
it’s your diet or your performance, it’s part of being 
a more mature individual. Being a more conscious 
individual is about being more responsible. Part of 
the reason some people don’t make it here is they 
don’t want the responsibility. 

Case in point: Last year, in one of our new stores, 
we had some folks come to work for us from 
[another grocery store]. The Whole Foods Team 
Leader told us that some of them just said, “You’re 
asking too much of me here; it’s too much of an 
expectation, too much responsibility. I’m going 
back to my old store.” Most of them stayed, but 
it’s a reminder that some people don’t want that 
level of responsibility or accountability. They were 
more comfortable being told what to do. 

TB: Your company is growing at a fast pace. What 
are some of the challenges that you see, looking 
out into the future—especially when you think 
about protecting the culture that you’ve built?

WR:  I think about how we will continue to grow and 
strengthen the culture of the company. Because I 
realize that in the end, what separates us from our 
competitors is our sense of mission and values. 
The only way we’re going to build an enduring 
company is for those things to live in a very real 
way, and live on within people. 

John and I are here for a limited number of years, 
and the next generation of leaders needs to be 
identified. But the way this company will succeed 
in the long run is built on a platform of mission 
and values. Deep things, real things, stakes in the 
ground. Real things that matter, things that are 
principled, that guide us to real decision making.
 
So what do we need to do as an organization 
to ensure it stays that way? Is the framework of 
values and mission being upheld? What are your 
check points? Do you have 360° surveys? Are you 
doing your town halls? How are you checking the 
pulse of your culture and then what are you doing 
to invest and celebrate your culture? To invest in 

 
“In the end, what separates 
us from our competitors is 
our sense of mission and 
values. The only way we’re 
going to build an enduring 
company is for those things 
to live in a very real way, 
and live on within people.” 
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culture—one example for us is the Academy for 
Conscious Leadership. An example of celebrating 
culture is our Tribal Gatherings. So I think you need 
to check on, invest in, and celebrate culture. Those 
are the kind of things that we’re doing to stay on 
top of it. 

TB: One thing you mentioned earlier is that as a 
leader, what you do with the information people 
bring to you and share with you is extremely 
important. What’s that dialogue between leaders 
and Team Members like?

WR: It starts with genuine respect and listening. 
For myself personally, and I can only speak for 
myself, I’m really interested in how people are 
experiencing being at Whole Foods. That really 
matters to me. I don’t agree with everything I hear, 
but I like to hear it, and so I try to make an effort 
to reach out and talk with folks so I understand 
their experiences, because I think I can make 
more informed decisions on our executive team if 
I’m connected. I go to a lot of stores, and I do a 
lot of town halls every year. I do that on purpose 
because I want to feel the pulse of the company. I 
can’t do that unless I go out and be with the folks. 

Also, we do earning calls once a quarter with Wall 
Street. I have a little thing I do, that I’ve been doing 

since the beginning, before each call with the Wall 
Street folks. In the late morning I call four or five of 
the Regional Presidents. I say, “I want to represent 
you guys well on this call, so tell me how you’re 
seeing the business.” It’s just a little thing, but it’s 
a reminder that we’re all in this together, and that 
my job in part is to represent the crew of 75,000 
Team Members and not some corner office, or 
some ivory tower which is disconnected, but to 
keep it grounded and rooted in the perspective of 
serving our customers, which is what the Regional 
Presidents are doing every day. This is just a little 
thing that I do to make sure I’m well-grounded. 

ESN Member Question:  I’d like to ask you to 
describe a little more about the Academy for 
Conscious Leadership that you mentioned. Can 
you talk more about this? 

WR: It is rooted in the idea that there’s really no 
separation in your professional abilities and your 
personal life. You can only lead so far as you’ve 
grown as an individual. The Academy is this place 
that looks at the combination of your leadership 
from both a personal and professional standpoint. 
It encourages people to be vulnerable and 
share, and break down some walls and grow as 
individuals in order to be better leaders. It’s a four-
day plus program, held offsite.
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I’ve opened every Academy so far, and I give the 
opening talk on the first evening. I share my own 
struggles and just try to be completely transparent; 
to be vulnerable with people. We have about 100 
leaders attend per session, and we want to have 
all of our store Team Leaders go through it this first 
year as a reinvestment in leadership from values. 
Jessica Agneessens [Director of the Academy] 
created the curriculum, based some on John’s 
book [Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic 
Spirit of Business], and some on our belief in 
culture. It’s fairly extraordinary. I think people are 
going there and they’re coming out recharged and 
excited. 

I think one of the greatest gifts we can give people 
is to realize that you’re leading as a whole person. 
You’re not just some leader then you go home and 
are some other person. You are leading from the 
person you are. The only way to be an authentic 
leader is to lead from who you are. You can’t copy 
someone else’s style. That is what we endeavor to 
support at the Academy.  

ESN Member Question: I’m really inspired by the 
erring on the side of human empowerment when 
asked about localization versus central control. 
I’m curious if that notion has evolved over time as 
you’ve grown in scale. Would you say the same 
thing when you were 20 stores, versus now, 350 
stores?  

WR: I think the conviction has simply deepened 
through my experience, and as I’ve gotten older, 
and have become a father and even a grandfather. 
I’ve become more and more convinced that the 
whole thing is about human potential. Sometimes 
I talk about making business the cathedral for the 
human spirit because I do believe that business 
is the greatest thing in the world. So how can 
you make your business a thing where this can 
happen…where humans can expand? I think that 
is the greatest thing on earth.

When you are in your 20’s, the wolf is at the door 
you’ve got to get things together. You’ve got to 
make sure you can have a business. But as you 
get on and have a certain level of success, you’ve 
got an opportunity to think more deeply about 
what sort of organization you are creating.  For 
John and myself, we are committed to a path of 
purpose and values, and we are committed to the 
company in that light. 

There is a depth to that, I think, that comes from 
our beginnings. And I think that has now evolved 
to realizing how much that means empowering 
others with that same perspective.  Because that’s 
how the company is going to grow to be 100 years 
old, and that’s what we want. We don’t want this 
work to be something temporary. We want this 
work to endure and the company to endure and 
these things that we stand for to endure in the 
world and move the world forward. 

So I would simply say we’ve just deepened. We’re 
a lot more conscious about what it means to say 
that.  I push…I’m a pusher. Anyone will tell you I 
push. If you show up with something that’s half-
baked, I’m going to push you. But hopefully I’m 
doing it in a way that’s supportive and encouraging 
and empowering…in a way that’s human. 

I think so many companies just forget about the 
connection. Ultimately the company is this great 
web of connection. You’re either making decisions 
that further that and strengthen that connection, or 
you are making decisions that dissolve it.  
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About Great Place to Work®

Great Place to Work is the leading authority on high-trust, high-performance workplace cultures.  
Our insight and expertise is based on 25 years of work with thousands of companies and re-
search drawn from over 10 million employee surveys.  

We use adaptable, customizable tools modeled on the dimensions of trust found in great work-
places, to design tailored solutions for organizations that put people first and believe that people 
drive superior business performance. Our advisory service, best workplace benchmarks and 
leadership development programs, help companies build trust-based relationships to nurture a 
culture that fosters sustainable business success. 

Great Place to Work® produces 45 great workplace lists around the world and the FORTUNE 
100 Best Companies to Work For list here in the United States. Our ongoing research validates 
that great workplaces are more successful businesses and provides us with the framework and 
expertise to help companies transform their workplace cultures. 

Visit us online: www.greatplacetowork.com

Tony Bond is a Senior Consultant at Great Place to Work®. He possesses 
a wealth of experience gained from leadership positions with a Fortune 
100 Company as well as being a consultant to large- and medium-sized 
organizations. Tony brings expertise and passion in the areas of: strategy 
formulation and execution, employee engagement, organizational change and 
learning, business innovation and leadership development. Tony is a graduate 
of Case Western Reserve University with a Master’s Degree in Positive 
Organizational Development and Change. As a former collegiate athlete, he 
enjoys all forms of cross-training, the great outdoors and is an avid music lover.
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