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eighty face-to-face interviews with customers, employees, and stoggers, as well as
secondary data and nonparticipant observation. Secondary data sources include published
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newspapers and retail industry publications; nonparticipant observation was used to
collect field notes documenting staffing levels, customer behavior, and othedrelat
information.
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Interviews indicate that organized labor and consumers view them as primaogi a
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Capitalism and the Quest for Value

Historically, capitalist enterprises have utilized a variety @iftsgies to increase the
creation of commodities, profit, and the accumulation of capital. The most precious
commodity, however, and most productive of assets has always been human labor;
indeed, as Marx ([1867] 197@hce argued, ‘labor is the source of all value’. Thus, over
time, businesses have sought to develop new methods of mastering and extracting this
most precious of commodities. Accordingly, the labor process throughout American
history may be best thought of in terms of change and innovation, as new means of
increasing value and capital accumulation replace existing ones.

In the industrial economy, capitalists used technology and the restruattiviagk to
extract greater value from workers. Large-scale machinery — amddamputers — were
used to reduce or outmode certain forms of labor. These forms of technology not only
made work more productive, but could produce goods and commodities faster and on a
far greater scale than before (e.g., mass production). Such an increageroutiogivity
and intensity of labor not only reduced the necessary labor time in the productissproce
(i.e., the time spent working or commodities furnished required to offset thé ¢osis
of labor and materials), but in some cases eliminated the need for labor outright.

Other strategies involved the reorganization of labor. The manufacturing sf@tem
example, typically produced what is referred to as a ‘detailed’ division of, ledoawhich
workers no longer labored in a craft system but instead focused on more detgiled a
minute aspects of the overall process (Braverman [1974] 1998; Smith [1789] 1994). This

allowed businesses to replace expensive artisans with less-skilled — afior#héess



expensive — workers. Scientific management, bureaucracy, and other forms of @erkpla
control were similarly adopted by businesses in varying degrees to makbdhefl

workers more rationalized, disciplined, efficient, and productive (Kraft 199%)s8im

1999; Thompson 1989; Clawson 1980).

However, most Americans no longer work in an industrial economy. Indeed, today,
fewer than twelve percent of the employed population works in industrial or
manufacturing occupatiordnstead, most Americans work in service industries,
providing services in well-lit offices and stores rather than furnishing contie®d an
industrial factory.

Yet, the drive for profit and the accumulation of capital remains, essentnely,
same. Businesses in today’s service economy are still driven by the camene
principles that defined industrial manufacturing over a century ago, nanoéitygord the
accumulation of capital. Thus, a major question is how capitalist enterprises {haseie

same goals within the new context of a service-based economy.

The Rise of Self-Service

In the perpetual quest to cut costs and increase value, businesses in toda@gs servi
economy are increasingly turning to ‘self-service’. Described aauitheate in
outsourcing”, self-service describes the substitution of paid or wage labor with the unpa

labor of consumersSReplacing the labor of workers with consumers’, businesses are

! Calculated from Current Employment Statistics eyrv
2 Economist2004. “You're Hired.” September 18.



using self-service to slash labor costs and reduce costly overhead. Stated"“gsheffly
service appeals to companies for an obvious reason: it saves money.”

Yet, the trend itself is by no means new. Since the eafl\c@6tury, businesses such
as supermarkets (e.g., Piggly Wiggly) and cafeterias (e.g., aut@rp&)mented with
self-service as a way to cut costs. Later, retail and health care iesluestructured to
increase customer participation in the labor process and cut labor costs (O@Zer
Now self-service is ubiquitous; we pump our own gas, check our own bags, scan our own
credit cards, and clear our own tables at fast-food restaurants.

Whatis new, though, is the increasing role technology plays in this process. As Ritzer
(1999) notes, self-service increasingly describes transactionthwmgsrather than
people. Thus, like industrial manufacturing, the expansion of self-service afipears

depend in large part upon the successful interaction of people and machines:

“[T]o work well, self-service requires the marriagecustomers with machines and software. That
union...is now doing for the service sector what nmssluction once did for manufacturing:

automating processes and significantly cuttingstst

Therefore, a key question is how businesses in the service sector are wsing ne
technology to further cut costs by offloading work onto consumers, and how consumers
and workers in the service industry are reacting to this new cost-cuttbegstr

In this dissertation, | propose that self-service is one of the ways by lasaiesses
are expanding their source of labor while reducing labor costs. Focusing on @lgrartic

form of self-service technology (the self-checkout) within a specific ing(ihe grocery

3 Ibid.
4 Economist



and supermarket industry), | argue that self-service is being used by busioasskice

their need for and dependence upon paid labor while maintaining overall productivity and
efficiency in the labor process. By automating some of the work of casiniérderks

and transferring the remainder to shoppers, supermarkets save costseabaaitidabor

by appropriating the labor and value of consumers.

What is unclear, however, is how the shift towards self-service will affeset
employed in the grocery industry, as well as the nature of and need for theayerapt.

Will the introduction of self-checkouts reduce the demand and need for labor in the
grocery industry, or will it simply transform the type of work required? Hahitvaffect
the jobs that remain, and how will workers view such changes?

Equally unclear is how consumers will respond to this shift, and what role, if any,
they will play in the decision to adopt such new ways of doing business. Will consumers
embrace the new technology or will they cling to the traditional ways of doingdss$i
How do they view the installation of self-checkouts in grocery stores and divegr
socialized to its use?

In the remainder of Chapter 1, | address the introduction and expansion of self-
checkouts in the grocery and retail industries, as well as the reasons lesspresgle
for their adoption. This is followed by a discussion of how employees, businesses, and
consumers perceive the shift towards self-service.

Chapter 2 (‘Literature Review’) links the rise of self-service to lablated issues in
capitalism, illustrating how self-service fits within the context of ouwiserdriven
economy. Reviewing major structural changes in the U.S. economy, | describe how

contemporary concerns regarding the restructuring of work, as well as thedusHect



of technology in the workplace, place the introduction of self-checkout lanes within a
established literature on work and technology. Additionally, | locate thegemse of
self-service within a larger literature concerning ‘consumer culture’egplhin how
changes in consumption, including the self-service trend, reflect broadeustruct
changes in contemporary capitalism. The chapter concludes with thresd geestions,
each of which forms the basis of a separate subsequent chapter.

In Chapter 3 (‘Data and Methods’), | explain why | believe the supermadkedtry is
a useful, if not ideal, case study for examining the shift towards seltseand
describe the sampling and interviewing methods. The chapter also includes aidascript
of the stores sampled, the demographics of their respective customers, and tyehgeogr
area in which the research was conducted.

Chapter 4 (‘Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?’) is the first of three chaptensirdgetae
results of this research and centers on how each of the three major stakgiooids —
businesses, employees, and consumers — view the introduction of self-checkouts.
Particular attention is given to how each group explains businesses’ adoption of self
checkouts, as well as their views regarding competing claims and the reagaféethe
in explaining their adoption by businesses.

Chapter 5 (‘'The Effect of Self-Checkouts on Work and Employment’) describes how
self-checkouts are affecting work and employment patterns in the re@iinfdostry.
Focusing upon employment, skill requirements, and job quality, | describe how specific
factors shape the use of self-checkouts in stores in ways that limietbeiomic effect.
Additionally, | describe how larger, external factors play a role in sgagmployment

patterns in the industry.



Chapter 6 (‘Impact of Self-Checkouts on Customers’) centers on consathiardes
and experiences using self-checkouts, and explores the various claims conceining th
use. Particular attention is given to customer preferences in conducting checkout
transactions, their experiences in using self-checkouts, and how such experiences
compare to those at traditional cashier checkout lanes.

The concluding seventh chapter (‘Conclusion’) summarizes the findings of the three
preceding chapters, as well as contributions to existing literature, andsksduture
guestions regarding the social and economic effects of self-checkouts. The ehdpte
with a discussion of how self-service may restructure relationships in thetrbatkeen
businesses, employees, and consumers and what implications this has for therdefiniti

and meaning of ‘service’.

The Expansion of Self-Checkouts

Self-checkouts have flourished within the service industries, most notably within the
retail and grocery markets. Kmart, Wal-Mart, and Home Depot — just to nfane-a
have each begun introducing self-checkout lanes to their retail stores. In 200haNati
Cash Register (NCR), the largest manufacturer and provider of seKechéechnology,
signed a deal with Kmart, promising to install approximately five thousafid sel
checkouts systems at thirteen hundred stores by year%led2001 interview, a Kmart

manager noted that twenty-two percent of sales in the store were thrdugfes&but,

> New York Time2001. “Self-Checkout at Kmart.” June 21.



close to the company’s stated goal of twenty-five pert&irilar deals have been struck
with Home Depot and the retail SuperFood Wal-Mart. According to a Wal-Mart
spokesperson, Wal-Mart has self-checkouts in over eight hundred of its storearend pl
to add the technology to new and future stdries2002, Home Depot began piloting the
use of self-checkouts in twelve stores; the success of this pilot study prdrigpte

Depot to place self-checkout terminals in approximately eight hundredologati
nationwide® Home Depot currently offers self-checkout in over one thousand of its
stores, and in 2003, noted that upwards of thirty percent of sales were being made
through the use of self-checkodts.

Self-checkouts have made similar inroads in the grocery industry and are currently
operating in most major supermarket chains, including Albertsons, A&P, Food Lion,
SuperFood, Harris Teeter, Kroger, Meijer, Safeway, and Stop & Shop supesnarke
Kroger, which operates over two thousand supermarket and convenience stores, has
introduced more than five thousand self-checkouts since the late 19Ssilarly,

Food Lion, with over one thousand stores in the mid-Atlantic region, plans to introduce
self-checkouts in their new Bloom stores, which offer upscale and gourmet'foods.

With a foot in the door, the presence of self-checkouts has expanded exponentially.
According to a survey by the Food Marketing Institute (FMI), in 1999 only six peote

supermarkets in the U.S. offered self-checkout lanes in their stores; by 200GntHoer

® Snyder, Naomi. 2001. “Self-checkout lanes at Kin@drpus Christi Caller-TimesSeptember 7.

" Hamilton, Sommer. 2005. “Self-checkout lanes gajrpopularity.”The Bryan-College Station Eagle,

September 7.

8 Dignan, Larry. 2005. “Home Depot Self-Checkout BisaSales, SatisfactiorBaseline April 10.

° Ibid.; Bhatnagar, Parija. 2003. “Stuck at checRdDtY lane’s open.CNN/Money.comilay 28.

191 ake, Matt. 2002. “How It Works; The Self-Checkouobts of Swiping, No StealingRew York Times
June 6.

1 Berestein, Leslie. 2003. “Grocery Clerks Real Nigére.”San Diego Union-Tribunédecember 28.

2 Mui, Ylan Q. 2006. “Food Lion Plans Two New Std®ands in D.C. Area.Washington Postlanuary
20.



had risen to thirty-eight percelitWhile a journalist at thBlew York Timesited an
independent estimate of ten thousand self-checkouts in 2002, industry expert and
president of IHL Consulting Group Greg Buzek places the current number doser t
thirty-four thousand? With approximately one quarter of grocery chains currently
operating self-checkouts in their stores, Buzek predicts that by 2006, ninety-freatper
of stores will offer some degree of self-checkout, and estimates thebewikarly a
quarter million self-checkouts in stores by 2607.

In part, the rise of self-service in the grocery industry can be traeadigr practices,
such as having customers bag their own groceries. This method, used by the Bottom
Dollar and Shoppers supermarket chains, among others, is used to cut costs in order to
offer lower prices® Their theory is that customers will be willing to do more of the work
— bag their own groceries, for instance — if it results in lower prices. 8ianemost
stores have latched on to the self-service model, most prominently through the use of
self-checkouts.

One notable exception is Publix Super Markets, a supermarket chain based in
Lakeland, Florida. With approximately eight hundred stores, Publix is fightingethe
service trend in the grocery industry, claiming that it goes against the cgisipalture
and core value of customer serviéeWith most of their competitors hopping on the self-
service bandwagon, Publix is betting that customers will still see value in human
provided services, implying that consumers enjoy and seek out businesses wheae they

be served by another person. Another strategy, used by Safeway, a Cabiéseuia

13 Grimes, William. 2004. “When the Cashier Is YoN&w York TimesApril 7.
4 ake; Hamilton.

1> Hamilton.

18 Mui.

" Hamilton.



company with nearly seventeen hundred stores in the U.S. and Canada, is offering

customers assistance with carrying their groceries to their aasisting the self-service
movement, chains such as Publix and Safeway are betting that consumers saéktill

out human assistance, even if it comes with slightly higher prices.

As outlined above, self-checkout machines are rapidly transforming theygaode
retail industry. While some companies — such as Publix Super Markets — may ebbose
to participate in this high-tech transformation, the increasing number areshpeest
these machines suggest that they are quickly becoming part of the consuiseape in
retail and grocery stores nationwide.

As | will outline in the next section, these devices promise a variety afitages and
benefits to consumers and businesses alike, suggesting that they will mglyelasia
part of our daily shopping experience. Yet, before we examine how they have been
received by the public, we must first examine the businesses that manufalfture s

checkouts, and the economic advantages they promise to businesses and consumers.

The Manufacturers

Fueled in part by a period of recent acquisitions and consolidation, three vendors —
Optimal Robotics, Inc., NCR Corporation. (NCR), and Productivity Solutions, Inc) (PSI
— effectively control the lion’s share of the self-checkout market. In NoveUigs,
computer SuperFood IBM acquired Productivity Solutions Inc. (PSI), makivigal B
major figure in the industr}? IBM had already introduced self-checkouts to their

customers Wal-Mart and Kroger; with the acquisition of Productivity SolutlBhé,

18 Kiosk Magazine2004. “The Battle for Self-Checkout Supremacyareh 1.



solidified their position in the retail and grocery self-checkout industry. NiGRever,
still has a considerable advantage, providing most of the self-checkouts iamdtail
grocery stores, including Wal-Mart and Kroger. In February 2004, NCR enteoeahn
agreement to acquire the self-checkout business from one-time leader Gjulméts
Corp., effectively making the self-checkout market a two-player'racther contenders
include ECR Software Corporation (ECRS) and PSC, Inc., which recently ehieyge
bankruptcy in 2002 only to be acquired by ECRS. In a 2004 artiél®mgk Magazing
IHL Consulting executive Greg Buzek reported that NCR-owned Optimal Robotics
product ‘U-Scan’ accounted for approximately 44.5% of existing self-checkues, la
followed by NCR’s FastLane with 36.7%, PSI with 18 %, and PSC/ECRS with¥.2%.
Optimal Robotics, Inc. has the distinction of having sold the first self-checkout
scanner in 1995, and has since placed more than five thousand units in grocery and retalil
stores’> With a sense of irony — or more likely, economic foresight — NCR is currently
the largest provider of self-checkouts. NCR installed the first bar code s@anne
supermarkets in 1974, and has since dominated the miarBessed in Dayton, Ohio, the
company is quickly replacing cash registers with their ‘FastLirlécbeckout machine,
each of which costs between $20,000 and $30°D@mong others, NCR provides self-
checkout machines to retail SuperFoods such as Kmart and Wal-Mart, asthell as
grocery supermarket chain Kroger. Optimal Robotics, Inc., based in MonttesddeQ

offers a similar model called ‘U-Scan’, as does rival PSC with theiickTheck’?*

¥ New York Times2004 “NCR to Buy a Competitor.” February 17.

D Kiosk Magazine

2L CNN.com 2002. “Check Yourself Out at Home DepdERNN.comDecember 3.

z Baker, Don. 2001. “NCR expands bar code scannekanahare.’Dayton Business Journahugust 27.
Snyder.

% The symbolic significance of the names of thesehimes is worth noting, promoting their claimed
speed and convenience compared to regular checkouts
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PSC’s QuickCheck unit costs approximately $125,000, which includes four lanes and an

attendant’s statiofT.

Selling Self-Service to Businesses

Manufacturers of self-checkouts market their products to businesses by fatusing
the benefits offered to employers and consumers. While the prices for thegeana
may sound rather hefty, most of the companies who manufacture and service self-
checkouts take great effort in promoting their cost-cutting benefits. AocproliNCR,
each self-checkout lane — which costs between $20,000 and $30,000 — will pay for itself
in twelve to eighteen montf38. Similarly, Productivity Solutions, Inc. (PSI) advertises
that its machines save businesses up to $225,000 & yé@w is it that these machines
can save companies so much money?

Most, if not all, of the proposed savings offered by self-checkouts to businesses
involves reducing labor-related costs. By automating labor, self-checkoutsllimay
businesses to replace cashiers with machines, and thus shed significant lsbdfasis
of the self-checkout manufacturers’ websites readily acknowledgesthairgs in labor-
related costs; a report on NCR’s website states that “self-checkdatvs atores to cut
labor costs, which account for more than ninety percent of the costs associated wit

running the front end of a retail stor&.”Likewise, Optimal Robotics notes that a four-

% Lake.

%% |bid.

27 bid.

% NCR Corporation. 2005. “Reality Check on Self-Clmg.”
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station, one-attendant configuration would require approximately one hundred and fifty
fewer labor hours a week compared to the regular checkbuts.

Statements such as those above imply that it would be cheaper — if not more @rofitabl
and efficient — in the long run to replace cashiers and clerks with self-chedkaets s
they pay for their costs in a relatively short time. While the manufastaleo promote
consumer advantages that may indirectly affect businesses — most corshuntay

lines and faster checkouts — the main selling point is lower labor costs.

Employees Fear An Uncertain Future

Many employees fear that self-checkouts will result in worker digpkaieand job
loss. While no one is sure exactly how many jobs will be lost, the fear of automation and
unemployment is foremost on the minds of many, especially workers. “Thésekeil
jobs, just like ATM’s took teller’s jobs,” says one supermarket employeestif¢el like
we are all going to be extinct*Customers also sense an imminent loss of jobs. “I know
it's inevitable,” said a shopper to a reporter. “Human cashiers are evwegiiag to
become obsolete with this technologyEven the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics admits
“[the] use of self-checkout registers will cause some lessening inndeimacashiers*
Calculating exactly how many jobs have been lost to self-checkouts alteaayh,
is a difficult task. According to Gary Steinberg, a spokesman for the U.S. Depadf

Labor, it is impossible to quantify exactly how many jobs have been lost oradidplae

29 Lake.

%0 Berestein.

31 Burling, Stacey. 2006. “Is it self-service or dissice?”Philadelphia Inquirer April 29.

32U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2008. “Groceryr&s.” Career Guide to Industries, 2008-2009 Edition

12



to self-checkoutg® In other words, it is difficult — if not impossible, as Steinberg
suggests — to estimate how many jobs may potentially be affected by cucblogy.
Others seem resigned, expecting at least some displacement or tepopdiesy. “Is
this worker displacement? Probably,” says Gale Daikoku, research direct@rfoeiG
Industries Advisory Services, suggesting that despite a lack of ctenates, some

experts believe job loss from self-checkouts to be probable, if not imnithent.

The ‘Downward Restructuring’ of Work

While the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union does acknowledge
that self-checkouts have not yet directly resulted in job loss, it remainy deegkrned
about how the new technology will affect employment, hiring practices, afitgtaf
Specifically, the union worries that self-checkouts will be used to reduce lab®bgost
reducing employee hours and the number of full-time jobs available. In an oooupati
characterized by high turnover, “it's not a matter of people being laid off, but regdepe
are not being hired,” claims UFCW spokesman Greg Déni&ather than eliminating
labor outright, the union fears self-checkouts will be used to erode workertbemefi

wages by decreasing businesses’ needs for full-time labor:

“The future is that they'll be fewer and fewer jabat come with adequate hours because of
displacing jobs with self-checkout. You're not o at the current worker being displaced or

losing health benefits. What you're looking at isatvthe structure of the workforce looks like in

% Adler, Jessica. 2005. “Electronics Taking the PlatPeople in our Service-Driven Economdrth
Jersey Herald NewsSeptember 19.

34 ||
Ibid.

% Ibid.
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the future: decreased hours, decreased benefitbiky. You might have had ten full time jobs

before, now you have 15 part-time joB8.”

As Denier puts it, retail jobs are being “restructured downwards”, and sudngests t
self-checkouts may be used to facilitate this economic restructuring. Sustafe not
completely unfounded; according to a report by CNN, Home Depot — the second largest
employer in American retail, second only to Wal-Mart — is proposing to shift more
employees from full-time to part-time status, implying self-checkoaig atiow
businesses to move towards smaller, leaner workforces associated wittripegjiast-

in-time” and ‘lean production’ business mod#ls.

The Degradation of Service

As far as organized labor is concerned, “the handwriting is on the*\alijlying
that businesses’ claims regarding self-checkouts are a facade, lalnos glaim that the
self-service trend is not being driven by businesses’ commitment to betieesbut by
a desire to further cut labor costs and increase corporate profits and gdihat it
really is is service without the people or the cost of the people,” says Rob Blackw
the AFL-CIO, “It's done for the sake of the bottom lirfd.”

Others question the true meaning and value of the service. “Is it service or

disservice?” asks a reporter, questioning the ‘service’ in self-service:

% |bid.

3" CNN.com

38 Berestein.

39 Joyner, Tammy. 2003. “More businesses tellingamsts: Do it yourself.The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution August 10.
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“Over the last five years, more and more of us halen on what was once other people’s work.
Chances are you clean your own windshield and...pumop gwn gas, and pay for it without
hearing a “May | help you?” or “Thank you.” You'd®ing a bank teller’s job at the ATM. Many
companies make you the operator as you wend yowuthwaugh their automated phone trees.
You're cashier and bagger at the grocery storebitpdox hardware store and, now, some

drugstores and fast-food restaurarifs.”

Labor organizations view the self-service trend as part of the ‘jobtzsserg’ of the
U.S. economy in which productivity and profits are increased by cutting staff argd usi
technology such as self-checkouts to displace labor costs or offload work onto
consumers. “People should get a sense that they're being ripped off when thelf- use s
checkout,” says Denier, “[tlhey’re making me serve myself so they can maideeprofit
off of me. It is the destruction of service in the United States econ8rfiyretty soon
(stores) are going to tell customers, ‘For your convenience, we aigtgdit you

unload the trucks®

Self-Checkouts and Labor Shortages

Businesses, however, downplay talk of job loss and assert self-checkouts will not be
used to replace employees. To begin with, they argue, self-checkouts areralyt ent
autonomous and require human staffth@ptimal Robotics U-Scan system, for
example, requires an attendant to monitor the activity at several statioms. Whi

acknowledging that self-checkouts save labor, Optimal Robotics spokesman Leon

“0Burling.

“1 Adler.

2 Berestein.
3 Lake.

15



Garfinkle notes that “[they’re] not something that works 24/7. There alwayte has

someone supervising*Others note that existing bugs and customer problems in using

the technology make human assistance indispensable. In short, while self-chedgouts

eliminate some of the tasks performed by store employees, businessebenguellt

still be a need for human labor to oversee and assist customers with the technology.
Businesses also argue that self-checkouts help address staffing problemslusty

characterized by a tight labor market and high turnover. According to Doug,Miller

director of store systems for Food Lion Inc., “[w]e are already facymgetr labor

markets with [fewer] cashiers available to cover store hddiSelf-checkouts,

employers argue, are not being used to replace workers, but to fill exigtsgrgated

by tight labor market conditions. Posting a paper titled ‘The Realitieslie€C8eckouts’

on their company website, self-checkout manufacturer NCR has gone on the offignsive

attempting to dispel rumors that their machines will be used to put workers out &f jobs.
Instead, the manufacturer argues that the increased use of self-checkangs is be

driven by a desire for improved customer service and industry labor shortages. F

example, NCR'’s ‘convertible’ units — self-checkouts that can be converted tmhuma

operated checkouts — allow stores to modify checkout configurations based odol@vaila

staffing. Likewise, Optimal Robotics Corporation CEO Neil Wechslezrgsthat the

company’s ‘U-Scan’ self-checkout is being used to address labor shortage@ageem

turnover problems faced by retailéfsAs industry expert Gale Daikuku notes, self-

checkouts are meant to increase productivity, not reduce labor costs. By freeibgrup la

“4 Berestein.
5 NCR Corporation. 2005. “Reality Check on Self-Clmdt.”
46 i
Ibid.
4" Kerner, Lisa (1998). “POS VAR: Cashing In On Gnyc8elf-Service.’Business Solutiong\pril.
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previously spent on checkouts and cashiers, Daikuku suggests that businesses will be able
to relocate that labor elsewhere — most likely sales or customer sewittethe overall

effect being increased customer satisfactfon.

Redeploying (vs. Replacing) Labor

While acknowledging that self-checkouts may automate some of the more routine
tasks in retail, businesses argue that this will allow them to redeploy waokether
tasks and jobs within the store, such as customer service and sales. Industsyserpert
this as a reasoned, calculated move designed to increase sales and poafitfing to
Greg Buzek, president of retail consulting firm IHL, cashiers themsdlve®t generate
income for stores but are “more of a cost of doing busiriéskt.short, cashiers cost
money, but are not directly involved in generating revenue for businesses.

For example, the average grocery store in the U.S. has to sell $15 worth of groceries
per transaction in order to break even on labor costs. With self-checkouts, Buzek claim
the break point may drop as low as $12Though self-checkouts may not be designed
nor intended to replace workers outright, there are obvious savings in what economists
term ‘transaction costs’ — costs associated with an exchange of goods cessbui
which are not part of the good or service themselves. “This is what the union doesn’t
get,” Buzek says, “[self-checkouts] could be the very thing that savgdhsijrnot the
other way around™ By allowing businesses to redeploy labor to jobs and tasks

associated with sales, companies believe they stand to increase themargiins,

48 adler.
9 bid.
*0 |bid.
*1 |bid.
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which would in turn allow them to reinvest in their stores, creating more demand for

labor.

A Useful lllustration

Home Depot’s experiment with self-checkouts provides a compelling illostrati
When Home Depot began introducing self-checkouts in eight hundred city stores in 2002,
their company spokesperson made a provocative claim stating “[nJobody is loging a |
or being displaced as a result of this,” noting “[w]e can always use the lo#lnizae
aisles waiting on customer&'While Home Depot CEO Robert Nardelli noted that the
company could have just as easily pocketed the savings in labor, he had learned early on
in his tenure that minimizing labor was a risky strategy. Shortly aft@ngpiHome
Depot in 2000, Nardelli tinkered with labor costs, reducing experienced and more
expensive staff and replacing them with part-time and new employees. Accarding t
industry analysts, the move backfired, as customers fled to Home Depotisadrchr
Lowe’s>?

Therefore, when Home Depot began introducing self-checkouts to its stores,iNardell
decided to redeploy the displaced cashiers to the floor, assisting custothersislies
and adding to the sales and customer service staff believing it would result in ichprove
customer service and increased sales. Replacing three conventional cheokiouts, a
leaving one cashier behind to assist customers, Home Depot found that the new self-
checkouts allowed them redeploy an average of two cashiers to the floor t& restoc

shelves or sell big ticket items like appliances and kitchen cabinets. Tipamwpm

*2CNN.com
%3 Dignan.
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estimates that this practice allowed the business to reinvest more tlyadmofmg per

week back onto the sales florAccording to a Home Depot executive, if one of those
two cashiers went to the sales floor and sold a customer on a home installation, it would
equal roughly $1 billion in extra revenue a year.

Home Depot ended 2004 with the average customer sale up 7.3 % from the previous
year, and earned $5 billion on sales of $73.1 billion, setting a record operating margin of
10.8 %> Instead of replacing more workers with machines, in 2005, Home Depot
announced plans to hire twenty thousand additional workers, suggesting that Nasdelli wa
correct in his decision to reinvest the labor. As an asideCiNN/Moneyreport on self-
checkouts in 2003, a spokesperson for rival chain Lowe’s indicated that the company had
no plans to introduce self-checko@isSince then, Lowe’s has begun introducing self-

checkouts in its home-improvement and hardware stores nationwide.

Demands for Self-Service

Aside from labor issues, businesses assert an increasing demand foedealfits
from the public, who they claim loathe waiting in line and welcome the increpsed,s
ease, and convenience of self-checkouts. As one manufacturer comments, ‘iustome
demand convenience and want to get in and out of the store quitKlgus, businesses
frame the adoption of self-checkouts not simply as a calculated cost-cuttiteggtout
as a market-driven response to consumer demand and preference. NCR Corporation, for

example, contends that roughly one third of customers surveyed indicated asktfuth

> |bid; Artunian.
*5 Dignan;BeyeNETWORK2005. “Home Depot Self-Checkout Boosts Salessation.” April 15.
56
CNN.com
*”NCR Corporation. 2008. “NCR FastLane.”
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would be a differentiating factor in determining loyalty to one retailer amether, while

noting other studies conducted by retail consulting firms claiming twentytiodercent

of customers opt for self-checkouts when presented with a clditaims such as these
suggest that self-checkouts — and self-service more broadly — may be exparmpdirtg i

not just due to stores’ desires to cut labor costs but as a response to burgeoning consumer

demand.

Shorter Lines, Faster Shopping, Better Service

Accordingly, as Americans continue to work longer hours than ever before, businesse
offer self-checkouts as a speedy solution to what most Americans find to be an
unpleasant chore and nuisance. As one industry executive states, “[tlhe number one
complaint from shoppers is long waits in line,” noting that “[e]Jven when a store has
multiple checkout lanes, the customer may only find a few cashiers workihimKing
long lines to labor shortages, stores claim self-checkouts will shorten linesdarce the
amount of time spent waiting in line. According to one manufacturer, businesses using
self-checkouts reported up to a forty percent reduction in queue. In the ret@i] se
Home Depot claims that self-checkouts have reduced the length of theinfiadhitd,
and the length of time spent in line by a third as Wellhus, manufacturers and stores
promote self-checkouts as a speedy solution to the checkout line, promising short lines,

faster shopping, and better service.

8 Morphy, Erika. 2002. “Home Depot Enters Self-Chmaid_ane.”CRM Daily, February 5.
**NCR Corporation. 2005. “Reality Check on Self-Ctmg.”
0 Bhatnagar.

20



Mixed Reviews From Customers

Whether or not self-checkouts live up to these promises, however, remains a much-
debated issue. To begin with, some question whether customers really want self-
checkouts at all. As one store manager puts it, “[@] lot of customers just don’twant i
They don't like the technology. You have a lot of people who don’t want to bother with
computers.®* While today’s society is increasingly computer literate and teehysa
there are still a significant number of people who are not, and who may therefore find
having to deal with a computer to be a frustrating, if not irritating, experience.

Some question whether customers really want self-checkouts at all. One ma&mage
Wal-Mart store notes that “[a] lot of customers just don’t want it. They don’thi&e
technology. You have a lot of people who don’t want to bother with compGfetstiers
guestion the alleged convenience of the new technology. One shopper joked, “do you
have a training class?” suggesting self-checkouts are perhaps morexcangdifficult
to use than one might assuffi©thers complain of existing bugs or problems with the
systems. As one shopper interviewed by a reporter noted, “I don’t think we have ever
gone all the way through without having to turn to the cashier for figlp.”

Self-checkout advocates also claim they are easy to use and offer consuaters gre
control and self-sufficiency. “A lot of people are really self-sigfit,” says Kmart
manager Michael Marty. “They can do this stuff themsel%24deff Roster, a retail

analyst for Gartner, claims the use of self-checkouts is a new custawiee $eend that

L Snyder.
%2 |bid.

%3 Snyder.
% Berestein.
% Snyder.
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“ givesthe customers the ability to control his own environmé&htlikewise, Dr.
Kathleen Kirby, a licensed psychologist and part-time professor at thersity of
Louisville, suggests that part of the attraction and popularity in self-checkoytsema
due to the perception of their offering more control to the consuthers.

Others emphasize the way in which the technology allows them to sidestep
interactions with clerks and cashiers. “The main thing is you don’t want to dbahe
cashiers and their attitudes” said a customer to a refidere shopper notes that
dealing with cashiers “just slows you down”, arguing that “[seNset is a lot more
convenient.®® Implying that previously shoppers were burdened by interactions with
store employees, self-service promises liberation from face-tarfeeractions, no longer
requiring assistance from store persorifiel.

In short, consumers may seek out self-checkouts because they perceive them as
empowering and enhancing their sense of control over the shopping experience.gReply
to a journalist’s questions as she scanned her items, one shopper said, “I feelitike
control of my own time,” while another noted “you can go at your own padevén the
elderly, often portrayed as skeptics distrustful of new technology, have edlselt
checkouts, in part because it allows them to slow down the purchase process and to check
and double check item pricés.

These comments speak to the increasing significance of self-control in modern

American society. In a world where things increasingly seem out of onads hawith

¢ Morphy.

" Trask, Colin. 2006. “The psychology of self-seevicSelf-Service WorldJanuary/February.
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rising fuel prices, world poverty, war, and the threat of terrorism and deadlgmacs
glaring in the daily news headlines — people welcome evepetioeptionof control in
their daily lives. Thus, self-checkouts may offer a small, albeit sigmifievay in which

people can feel empowered and in control over their lives.

Summary

In sum, there is a great deal of uncertainty and confusion regarding not justrihe int
but the overall outcome offered by self-checkouts. Self-scan manufactuebkrass|IBM
and NCR suggest the self-service trend is simply a product of consumer demand, while
exhorting the potential benefits to customers in time saved and convenience.

Yet, some customers question the merit of these claims; some wonder ietheyyar
faster than regular checkout, while others question whether they are antgdaby
customers at all. Those who have used them report frustrating problems, yet sceme appe
to indicate they enjoy certain aspects of this new technology.

At the same time, workers and labor unions fear that self-checkouts will have an
adverse effect upon employment. Some fear outright displacement, while others such a
Denier suspect self-checkouts will be used to effect a larger economichastry in the
workplace.

As if to highlight the uncertainty of these views, there is in fact little reslagainst
which to judge and evaluate the merit of these competing claims. Thereidecable
research on technology and the workplace, as well as on consumers and their rgdationshi
to the market, but very little that combines these. Likewise, although thenaés s

market research available, there is little academic literaturaiogtiprecisely how self-
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checkouts affect employment patterns. These gaps in understanding as mvedsagich
underscore the importance of this dissertation, and its goal to evaluate thebems

made and ultimately, to separate fact from fiction.

24



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The literature relevant to the questions posed in the previous chapter falls ihtg roug
three categories or groupings of research. The first centers on broachecqoestions
regarding the relationship between technology and employment; this inatedasite
on economic restructuring as well as automation, unemployment, and ‘aeskAli
second set of literature is somewhat broader and more theoretical in scopagfoous
contemporary trends in capitalism, this body of scholarship examines how current and
new forms of capitalism reflect underlying tendencies and principles alsid exploring
new emergent forms and relationships. A third body of literature focuses on ‘cansume
culture’ and consumption. This literature addresses not only the role of the consumer and
the cultural significance of consumption and commodities, but also the signifidance o
consumption in economic terms, and the relationship between consumers and businesses.

Below, | will address each of these literatures, highlighting keyeptsictheories, and
perspectives, as well as how they frame and inform the aforementioneawgiesti

concerning self-service and self-checkouts.

A Brief History of the U.S. Economy: Major Trends and Changes

The problems and solutions posed by self-service, | argue, have their roots in the
historical development of the U.S. economy. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of selé-servic
— the substitution of paid labor with unpaid labor or machinery — reflects an rattoric
tendency within the U.S. capitalist economy regarding the use of technology in the
workplace. Below, | address three major structural changes in the U.S. goohah

not only preceded but set the stage for the emergence of self-service.
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In its inception, the U.S. was an agrarian society in which farming amdlage was
the dominant mode of production. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, most Americans
were employed in what is typically referred to as the primary sector ectreomy,
producing and harvesting raw materials by engaging in activities suchmasdgafishing,
mining, and ranching (see Table 1). While some people were employed in séhases
constituted a relative minority of the labor force (see Table 2). Inromgin technology
(e.g., internal combustion engines, industrial machinery) and associated imprseén
agricultural productivity significantly reduced the need for human labor inudynie
(Nolan and Lenski 1999; Rifkin 1995; Braverman 1974; Wolfbein 1969; Mills 1951).

The decreasing need for labor in agriculture and the primary sector, comhiméuewi
rise of manufacturing and factories in highly populated urban centers deisutbe
expansion of the secondary sector of the economy, or manufacturing, in which raw
materials are transformed into finished goods. Industrialization in theda&ed its
peak in the mid-20th century; by 1950, the percentage of the labor force involved in
agriculture had been reduced to just roughly ten percent. By this time, ¢tatge-s
machinery and automation — products of the Industrial Revolution — had greatly reduced
the need for agricultural labor.

In short, in little more than a century the U.S. had been transformed from aamagrar
society to an industrial society. The primary mode of production — agricuitame its
associated need for labor had been replaced by industrial manufacturing arethd dem
for blue-collar labor. New technological innovations — including the steam engine and
electricity — were used to power large machinery that replaced or redugeztthéor

human labor.
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The second major structural change to the U.S. economy is often attributed to the
invention of the computer and computer-related innovations in information technology
(IT) such as the Internet. Like the previous inventions of the Industrial Rergluti
computer technology automated routine tasks previously performed by paid labor,
making work more productive and efficient. Accordingly, businesses increasingly
automated work previously done by human labor, converting human operated systems
into automated assembly lines.

With the shift towards a service-based economy, it increasingly makesenseeto
focus not simply on how goods and services are produced, but how they are distributed
and provided to consumers. Thus, the emerging issue is what role technology plays in thi
distributive process.

As we noted earlier, historically technology has tended to have two major economic
effects. First, technological innovations — or ‘revolutions’ — have tended to produce
significant increased gains in productivity for an extended period of timen&eand
more central to our concern, is that innovations in technology have tended to have a

transformative effect on the nature and character of work.

Restructuring Work

The economic restructuring Denier describes is reflected in a largebadgarch
by academics who have been analyzing this trend since Daniel Bell ([1976]fit$199)
began predicting the decline of the U.S. industrial economy in the 1970’s. While the
phrase ‘new economy’ has gained traction in recent years, various other terms and

descriptions abound, including ‘post-Fordism’, ‘post-industrial’, ‘flexible’, ‘leamd
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‘jJust-in-time’ modes of production. Generally, though, most agree that with theedet
industrial manufacturing — with much of it being displaced or relocated overbeas
the labor supply is cheaper — the U.S. is increasingly a service-based, stefiagd by
both the knowledge work of the ‘creative class’ as well as the low-wage woidcaut
by the working poof?

Accordingly, over the past several decades sociologists and economists &dve not
several significant trends in our service-based economy, including an ingreasi
bifurcation of the labor market (Piore and Sabel 1984; Piore 1970), corporate dognsizi
(Baumol, Blinder, and Wolff 2003; Harrison and Bluestone 1988), a general decline i
unions (Lichtenstein 2003; Clawson and Clawson 1999; Western 1995; Moody 1988),
and an increasing shift towards part-time and contingent labor forces (Backer
Christensen 1998; Belous 1989). Fraser (2001) and Sennett (1998), for example, have
noted American firms’ increasing reluctance to employ experiencefiibiuticne
employees, while journalists-cum-scholars Barbara Ehrenreich (2080 David Shipler
(2004) have illuminated the growing poverty and struggles among those employed in
low-wage service work.

While there is not yet an established literature on self-service tegiinelasting
literature on the role of technology in the workplace does indicate that orgamszaay
use it to reduce their dependence upon and need for skilled and full-time labor (Rifkin
2004; Aronowitz and DiFazio 1994; Braverman [1974] 1998). Yet, others contend that it
is not the technology itself that determines outcomes but how it is directed lasdi Uty

organizations. Accordingly, Noble (1997) and Richardson (1996) note that new

3 The term ‘creative class’ was used by Richardié#oin his book (2002Rise of the Creative Class
describe knowledge workers and intellectuals whdsas and innovations are a key driving force of
post-industrial economic growth.
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technology may be used by management to erode or undermine existing sources of
employee power and leverage in the workplace. Thus, Denier and the unions’ fears are
not without merit, as service workers in the current U.S. economy increasingly find

themselves in both a vulnerable and tenuous position.

Conflicting Views on Effects of Technology

While there is considerable debate as to why supermarkets and othesrataile
adopting self-checkouts, a similar degree of controversy surrounds the attegeche&
effects of self-checkouts, reflecting a much deeper and long-standing deb&tsacitl
sciences.

As Autor, Levy, and Murmane (2003) note, sociologists and economists tend to offer
conflicting views on the role and effect of technology in the workplace. Socidogits
that historically, technology has been used to displace human labor, pointing toshifts
the composition of the workforce such as that illustrated earlieTéd@es 1 and 2). New
technology automates forms of labor that are either eliminated outright oedeiduc
need and quantity. What happens to the resultant labor is debated; some, picturing a sort
of technological utopia, envision labor as being ‘freed up’ for other activitiesmosfof
work, while other see it as being merely added to the ‘reserve army of lal@K (M
[1867] 1977). Yet, according to Autor et al. (2003), most sociologists tend to focus on the
negative consequences associated with the use of technology such ‘alienaittsoh(Er
1986; Mottaz 1981; Shepard 1977; Marcson 1970; Blauner 1964), ‘deskilling’ (Rogers
1999; Burris 1998; Diprete 1988; Attewell 1987; Penn and Scattergood 1985), and

‘control’ (Kraft 1999; Sewell 1998; Edwards 1979; Friedman 1977).
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Economists, on the other hand, tend to characterize technology as a positive and
productive force in economic life, noting that advances in technology tend tosecrea
economic growth, productivity in labor, and overall efficiency (Stiroh 2002; van Ark,
Kuipers, and Kuper 2000). The typical introductory economics text in collegeodass
often paints a rosy picture of technology; at worst, technological innovation sy ares
disruptive, such as in Schumpeter’s ([1942] 1962) notion of ‘creative destruction’.
Unemployment resulting from new technology is described in terms of skifsatch’
(Pissarides 2000; Goldberg, Highfill and McAsey 1998) or ‘structural ungmmelot’
(Weiler 2001; Vivarelli 1995), benign and abstract characterizations thatthzdes
unemployed seem less like victims of cruel market forces and more like queldsha
pieces in a large economic puzzle. Economists also note that adopting newoigghnol
does not necessarily result in deskilling nor increased unemployment (Aato2@03;
Hunter et al. 2001; Goldberg, Highfill and McAsey 1998). In short, Autor, Levy and
Murmane (2003) contend that when it comes to technology and the economy,
sociologists tend to focus on the potentially negative impacts of technology on work (e.g.,
‘deskilling’), while economists typically emphasize its positive aspéxg.,

‘upskilling’).

Although this portrayal of disciplinary differences regarding the eftécechnology
on work may be somewhat of an overgeneralization, it helps to frame and simplify what
is still a much-contested issue within academic research: how does teghathect
work and employment? Moreover, it locates the present concern with self-clseckout
within a larger established body of research concerning the relationshgebet

technology, work, and employment. In short, by examining how self-checkouts affec
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work and employment in the supermarket industry, we stand to gain some insight
regarding their economic effects on work and employment in other industries.

The restructuring of work, as well as the use of new technology, also rafksriss
of strategies used by businesses to address a perennial problem facedabstcapit
enterprises — how to remain productive and profitable in a competitive global economy
Below, | address the work of sociologist Nona Glazer (1993) and Italiarcpbliti
philosopher Antonio Negri (1989), whose work suggests capitalism may be inchgasing

relying upon the work of consumers to further reduce the costs of labor.

Work-Transfer, Decommodification, and the Socialization of Work

Nona Glazer’s (1993) work on the ‘work-transfer’ process and the
‘decommodification of labor’ suggests that one of the ways businesses mayhsolve t
problem is by fundamentally altering the labor process to include previaused
persons such as consumers and their labor power. In other words, while businesses may
struggle to find ways of making service workers productive, they may fina aiives
sources of value in consumer’s labor, which once appropriated, can be rendered

productive:

“Service labor can be a source of value, but com fiwvhich employers have more difficulty
realizing gains compared to labor in manufacturMgnagers can try to solve the problem of the

lower productivity of service workers by using terk transfer or self-service.” (Glazer 1993:25)
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‘Work-transfer’ involves replacing paid labor with unpaid labor, transignvork
previously performed by paid employees to unpaid persons such as consumersyor famil
members. In doing so, businesses reduce necessary labor costs. Bylgettongsimer
to “labor in” (Ritzer 1999), service industries stand to dramatically redioe tosts and
boost profits and productivity. Though the use of automated teller machines (Adid’s)
other forms of nonhuman technology, consumers increasingly take over work previously
performed by paid employees, leaving businesses free to decide how to malke use
disuse — of such labor.

Thus, the work-transfer model implies that work is being transferred from paid
workers who are part of the formal marketplace economy to unpaid workers whose
activities are typically viewed as part of the domestic sphere of sibeiad brder to
reduce labor and labor-related costs. The result is what Glazer (1993)oeferthé

‘decommaodification of labor’:

“Labor is decommodified, in part, when employerasgbuying the labor power of service
workers or buy less of it and from fewer workersit Bie need for the service labor does not
disappear, and so the work remains. Employers famew division of labor though the work
transfer, redistributing tasks between paid semviogkers and customers... in the work transfer,

the labor process is reorganized to depend on dsbeen called “self-service” or “self-care”.”

(p.6)

In a process similar to offshoring or outsourcing, the decommodification of labor
describes the relocation of necessary labor from the formal marketpldeeinformal —

and unpaid — domestic sphere. This relocation of work, however, is less geographic tha
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it is social work is not relocated to a physical space per se, but rather a social space or
sphere. By getting consumers and family members to take over more the work in
shopping and health care, businesses shed labor and labor-related costs. Agdiiional
transferring more work to the domestic sphere, businesses are able to drawangen a
and previously untapped source of labor.

This notion of businesses drawing upon an ever-increasing pool or supply of labor is
further addressed by Antonio Negri (1989) and Nick Dyer-Witheford (1999). They argue
that as capital exhausts the supply of available sources of labor and valueasiimgly
looks to new sources, including shoppers and consumers. Under industrialism, Negri
argues, capitalist enterprises largely relied upon what he refers to‘em#iseworker’;
stated simply, mass-production economies required mass labor, or an aggregatdd body
workers whose labor provided a large, albeit limited, source of value. While various
technologies and tools enhanced capital’s ability to extract value fromdhiemand
type of work, this too was discrete and finite in its limits. Even though the incgeasi
participation of women in the labor force, as well as globalization and it$ effec
opening cheaper foreign labor markets, expanded the available supply of labagdhese
eventually imposed limits on capital’s ability to employ labor, and therefaatecand
accumulate surplus-value.

The next transition in capitalism, according to Negri, is the shift towards asd but
socializedabor, in which value is created and extracted from a wider variety and type of
worker. Capital socializes labor to escape the problems imposed by a faporal |
market; by finding alternative sources and forms of value, capital exdaratslity to

draw upon the productive labor of a variety of workers. Thus, businesses seek to extract
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labor not just from production workers, but from persons of all types and in a multitude
of settings and locations. “Work,” says Negri (1989:89), “abandons the factory in@rder t
find in the social a place adequate to the functions of concentrating productivig activi
and transforming it into value.” Accordingly, the locations and sources of value become
unhinged from the factory and mass worker and — via new technology such as
information technology (IT) and the Internet— become socialized to include a wider

variety of people, forms of work, and value:

“In the era of the professional worker, capital c@mntrates itself in the factory. In the era of the
mass worker, the factory is made the center areurich society revolves. But in the epoch of the
socialized worker, the factory is, with the indispable aid of information technologies,
disseminated into society, deterritorializing, disgping, and decentralizing its operations to
constitute what some autonomists term the “diffiastory” or the “factory without walls” (Dyer-

Witheford 1999:80)

Thus, like Glazer (1993), Negri (1989) and Dyer-Witheford (1999) argue that
consumers play an increasingly important role in the U.S. service economy net just a
consumers, but as workers. By disembodying the source of value from work performe
factories, capital expands not only its potential labor supply, but also its sourdeeof va
The result is dissolution of boundaries, in which consumers become workers, blurring

distinctions which once were clear:

“One of the revolutionary aspects of this shift &sds socialized labor is the blurring of waged
and nonwaged time. The activities of people ndatgssworkers but as students, consumers,

shoppers, and television viewers are now direatiggrated into the production process. During
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the era of the mass worker, the consumption of codities and the reproduction of labor had
been organized as spheres of activity adjunctebdigtinct from, production. Now these borders
fray.”

(Dyer-Witheford 1999:80)

In sum, the work of Glazer, Negri, and Dyer-Witheford suggests that we look not to
just workers but also to consumers and other groups in exploring how capitalist
enterprises in the “new economy” create and accumulate value. As warkiadized’ or
‘decommodified’ outside the formal workplace, we must examine how new groups are
incorporated into the capitalist labor process and the role they play iretti@orof

value and the reduction of wage labor and labor-related costs.

Consumption and Consumer Culture

A third related body of literature concerns the role of consumers and ‘consumer
culture’ (Zukin and Maguire 2004; Goodman and Cohen 2003; Slater 1997). This
literature offers conflicting views of the relationship between businesgksonsumers,
as well as the role and meaning of consumption.

One segment of the literature involves critiques of consumer culture and thee‘cult
industry’ that is characterized as controlling and manipulative. Consunterecis!
depicted not as liberating but as constraining, alienating, and paciBabgerted by
‘false needs’ (Slater 1997; Baudrillard [1970] 1998; Marcuse ([1964] 1991) promulgated
through an exploitative ‘culture industry’ (Adorno and Horkheimer 1979), these critics
describe a consumer culture in which the consumer is but an instrument, manipulated by

the marketing and advertising industries (Ewen 1988; [1976] 2001; Packard 1957).
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Through advertisements and commercials, as well as the use of in-gitagsdis
(Williams 1989) and other ‘spectacles’ (Debord 1967), consumers are tricked and
seduced into having false needs that can only be met through consumption. Others note
the way in which certain commercial settings are structured in waysnipuiate
customers, directing them to certain areas or places (Underhill 1999) or obslearing
passage of time (Ritzer 1999). Casinos, for example, are widely known for their
conspicuous absence of clocks, in part, to ensure customers stay occupied and do not
leave simply for time’s sake, while cruise ships have become commeidjalitle cruise
lines selling sales space to businesses eager to access a captive éibitience

In short, consumer culture alienates consumers by administersgyrietds’ that
promise happiness and fulfillment yet which provide neither. Consumer cultures in thi
regard, is a ‘false promise’ which acts as both a form of exploitation and cmtieol.
Consumers are viewed and treated as objects to be controlled, manipulated, and
exploited.

Yet, other scholars argue that consumer culture and consumption can be lilb@cating
empowering, allowing the individual to express their identity and ‘consuonereignty’
over the market (Slater 1997; Persky 1993; Gintis; 1972; Rothenberg’i 9883.
literature emphasizes the role and importance of fashion (Lipovetsky 20023, stat
(Riesman [1964] 2001; Veblen [1899] 1994) , and identity (Giddens 1991; Douglas
1979), as well as the purported power of the consumer, who symbolically ‘votes’ with
their pocketbook. Rather than being controlled and exploited, consumers are viewed as

conscientious and deliberate beings, as subjects rather than objects who camdtdimk a

™ As Persky (1993) notes, the term ‘consumer sogatgiis frequently attributed to the work of Wilin
Hutt (1940; [1936] 1990), though similar notions@so be found in works by Hayek (1935) and Ropke
(1935).
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what they please. Lasn’s (2000) work on ‘culture jamming’ highlights the waysiainw
consumers can co-opt and subvert commercials and advertisements as well as
commercial settings. Consumers can also engage in consumption pyliticall
selectively boycotting certain goods or services or refusing to shoganhcsgores
(Klein, Smith, and John 2002; Frank and Weiland 1997).

The introduction of self-checkouts, therefore, poses an important series afrguest
regarding consumers and consumption. To begin with, it raises questions rededing t
sovereignty of the consumer; are self-checkouts being introduced to meet consumer
demands, or do they simply reflect a new ‘means of consumption’ designed to “control
and exploit the consumer” (Ritzer 1999:57)? Precisely whose ‘needs’ are kaihg m

A second important question centers on authenticity and the extent to which self-
checkouts reflect genuine and real savings in time. Self-checkouts arectlai be faster
and more convenient — but are they? As Goodman and Cohen (2003) note, “[a]dvertising
constantly sells [us] the idea that there is a product to solve each of life’s
problems...[yet], this promise is constantly broken” (p.40). Are self-checkeaily
faster and more convenient, or are these more “false solutions to real andateshed

problems” that include waiting in line at the checkout counter (Meadows 1992:216)?

The Rise of Self-Service

One of the ways in which work is being increasingly ‘socialized’ or
‘decommodified’, | argue, is through the use of ‘self-service’. Like the&ksransfer,
self-service can be defined as the substitution of paid labor with unpaid labor in the

capitalist labor process. At the supermarket, outside the bank, in the airport, and on the
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phone, American consumers are increasingly doing more and more of the work
previously performed by paid employees, filling in forms, scanning iterggjfatheir
own groceries, and sorting through automated menus.

The advantages of self-service to businesses are clear. Self-servicealBmnesses
to ‘transfer’ work to consumers. The result is a novel twist on the contempiaadyaf
outsourcing, whereby work is increasingly being outsourced — or more appigpriate
‘nearsourced’ — to consumers. As consumers ‘labor in’, businesses may lmesdliie t
waged labor ‘out’, shedding workers and reducing labor-related costs suclitlasdea
that have plagued American businesses in recent years.

The consequences for consumers and workers in the industries affected, hawever, a
less clear. Will the socialization of consumers’ labor outmode the needbjty sta
workforces? How will decommodifying work previously performed by waged workers
affect the employment structure of service-based businesses? Wilttrardedification
trend result in the ‘end of work’ scenario described Rifkin (1999), or will it produce a
new, dynamic labor process in which transient consumers work alongside nage sta
employed workforces? In short, how will self-service change the natura@aging of
work in the modern U.S. service industry?

Similarly, what will consumers think of such changes and how will they reacivto ne
ways of providing services that require them to do more of the work? Unlike workers
consumers have some degree of influence over markets; after all, busingkses i
service industry rely upon consumers to buy their goods and services. Thus, the
introduction and expansion of self-service may depend to some extent upon how it is

viewed and received by consumers. The very term ‘socialization’ suggests tbelf-the
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service shift may not only rely upon an economic appropriation of consumers’ labor, but
an ideological one as well. In other words, the degree to which consumers embrace a
support this new way of providing goods and service may depend, in large part, not just
upon their labor but the way in which they view and consent to such labor. How does
capital socialize consumers to ‘labor in” and how do consumers view this new form of
service? What benefits, if any, do consumers receive in this process, and how do they
view this transition towards self-service in the service industry?

In this dissertation, | propose that self-service is one of the ways by laumsaiesses
are expanding their source of labor while reducing labor costs. Focusing on @grartic
form of self-service (the self-checkout) within a particular industrydtioeery and
supermarket industry), | argue that self-service is being used by besinessduce their
need for and dependence upon paid labor while maintaining overall productivity and
efficiency in the labor process. By decommodifying the work of cashiers arks eind
socializing the work to shoppers, grocery stores and supermarkets savesoasttexs
with labor by appropriating the labor and value of consumers.

What is unclear, however, is how the shift towards self-service will affeset
employed in the grocery industry, as well as the nature of and need for theayerapt.
Will the introduction of self-checkouts reduce the demand and need for labor in the
grocery industry, or will it simply transform the type of work required? Holvitvaffect
the jobs that remain, and how will workers view such changes?

Equally unclear is how consumers will respond to this shift, and what role, if any,
they will play in the decision to adopt such new ways of doing business. Will consumers

embrace the new technology, or will they cling to the ‘old’ ways of doing bu&itss
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do they view the implementation of self-checkouts in grocery stores and how nray thei

views affect the further expansion of self-service in the grocery in@ustry

Research Questions

In sum, the public media and press (Chapter 1), as well as the acadenhicditard
research (Chapter 2) lead us towards a number of distinct questions concefning sel
checkouts. One major question concerns the impetus towards adopting this new

technology.

Question 1: Why are retail businesses adopting self-checkouts?

Both self-scan manufacturers and retailers cite labor shortagése gepermarket
industry is characterized by high turnover and the labor market appears to have no
shortage of low and unskilled labor (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008; Pease a
Martin 1997). Additionally, while businesses argue that self-checkouts abeingtused
cut labor costs, it remains one of the key selling points presented by manusaicture
their product brochures and advertisements. And although consumer demand is cited as a
major factor, the public seems to have mixed views regarding self-cheakihtspme
wondering if it is in fact businesses, not consumers, pushing the trend.

A second question centers on how self-checkouts will affect employment and the
workplace. Do self-checkouts cut costs by eliminating retail jobs suchtaer@a®r are
they being used to ‘redeploy’ rather than replace labor, as Home Depot'svexye

suggests? Similarly, does the automated technology of self-checkouts erqdalityeof
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work, or does it result in some sort of ‘upskilling’, with workers learning and aegqui

new skills?

Question 2: How do self-checkouts affect work and employment in the retail

industry?

A third question concerns the use of self-checkouts by consumers, as well as their
attitudes and feelings regarding this technology. Manufacturers sugdestitha
checkouts give customers greater convenience, privacy, and independence in the
shopping experience, yet critics suggest they reflect businesses — and noterghs
needs and exploit consumers by asking them to ‘do-it-yourself’, with businesses
pocketing the difference in labor costs. How do customers feel about theyalarsie!f’
aspect of self-checkout? Do they prefer them over traditional forms of cheakdut
so, why? And do self-checkouts deliver on their claims of faster checkout and shorter

lines?

Question 3: What do customers think of self-checkouts? Do self-checkouts deliver

on what they promise to customers?

Each of these questions, in turn, lead to testable hypotheses that can be mpirical
examined, studied, and disprovédror example, are self-checkouts a response to

customer demand, or not? If there is little evidence to support this claim, then one must

'S Traditionally, the scientific method does not wllone to prove hypotheses or theories. Instead,
falsifiability (or refutability) — the ability to idprove a given idea or theory — is used to tedtearaluate
hypotheses and theories. For more on falsifiabditg the scientific method, see Popper ([1934] 1959
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concede that the impetus lies elsewhere. Similarly, is there evidehseltheheckout
have a negative impact on work? Has their adoption coincided with a decline in retail
employment or a shift in the percentage of full-time workers or those eg&enefits?
And do self-checkouts deliver what manufacturers and retailers claim, prgraisrter
lines and faster checkout?

| see this research as fertile ground to further explore the debate on the roleand eff
of technology in the workplace, as well as the contemporary role of consumers in the
modern marketplace. Moreover, this work may further some understanding of how new
forms of technology will require us to examine fundamental relationships of work unde

capitalism.
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Chapter 3: Data and Methods

Why Study Grocery Stores?

While self-checkouts are being introduced in a variety of settings anidiscad
chose to study their effects in a particular supermarket chain (‘Superkoad’)
metropolitan region located in the NortheZsthough arguably a convenience sample, |
believe that there are several aspects that make it a suitable samngblely.

First, self-checkouts are likely to have their strongest effects on work gholyerent
in grocery stores because that is where the majority of cashiers — thatemtupost
likely to be affected by self-checkouts — are employed. According to theBur&au of
Labor Statistics, grocery stores employ more cashiers than anyrathstry. In 2007,
grocery stores employed 839,810 cashiers, nearly as many as thembijhest
industries combine(see Table 3)’ Therefore, while retail stores such as Kmart and
Home Depot may be adopting self-checkouts in increasing numbers, the effelfs of
checkouts on the cashier occupation are likely to be most pronounced in the grocery
industry where their concentration is highest.

Second, grocery stores and supermarkets are among the largest employersarn the a
meaning any effect from self-checkouts would be likely have a significguact on the
local economy. According to a state government website, in 2007, SuperFood was the

fourth largest private employer in the st&t&@hus, potential effects of self-service —

"% Specific names and references to the supermahkin studied, as well as the metropolitan regiah an
state, have been redacted in order to protectcpzatits’ anonymity.

" According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statisti2838), in 2007 general merchandise stores — such as
Best Buy and Office Max — employed approximatel3,240 cashiers, while department stores such as
Macy’s and JCPenny employed 239,190 cashiers.r §ftecery stores, gasoline stations are the largest
employer of cashiers, employing approximately 548,dashiers in 2007.

8 See note 76.
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including job restructuring, layoffs, and unemployment — are likely to affeghdisant
number of persons employed in the local supermarket industry.

Third, grocery stores in this area have a relatively stronger economtcisnipe
automate or reduce their cashier-related labor costs when compared to otmes. regi
Grocery stores, | argue, provide a ‘strong case’ for automation, espacite
aforementioned area, where the average wages for cashiers dressitipinigher than
the national average (see Table 4).

Additionally, as in California, grocery stores in this region have faced giresgure
from labor unions, which have gone on strike in recent years to protect employse wage
and health benefits. Representing approximately 18,000 grocery workersegitire r
and 70,000 in California, the 2003 strike by the United Food and Commercial Workers’
(UFCW) union rocked the nation’s grocery industtyVhile the two sides eventually
came to an agreement, the economic costs were devastating. Newspape clam
that the strikes cost businesses $2 billion, with profit margins still below nike-st
levels®® The aftermath of the strikes led to the sale of Albertsons and the indictment of
Ralphs, a chain owned by parent company and grocery industry giant Krogereiah fed
charges related to labor law violations including the hiring of workers ualser f
names!

In short, the recent strikes exposed the grocery industry’s dependence upon union
labor, and cost stores billions of dollars. Paying relatively higher costssioecs

wages and facing mounting pressure from unions, grocery stores in this tegigure,

"9 Ramstack, Tom. 2004. “Grocery chains brace fikestrWashington Timedarch 27; Greenhouse,
Steven. 2004. “Labor Raises Pressure on Calif@oermarkets.New York Timed-ebruary 10, 2004.
8 New York Times2005. “Grocery Chain Indicted in Labor Case.” Beber 13; Hiltzik, Michael.
;Il?alphs in a Mess of Its Own Makingl’bs Angeles Time®ecember 22, 2005.

Ibid.
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have a clear economic incentive to adopt self-checkouts in order to defraicarghyf
higher labor-related costs and dependence upon union employees.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Americans are most likely to encealiter
checkouts at the grocery store, more than anywhere else. Shopping at groesryastor
most of us, is a weekly or bi-weekly occurrence. According to the Food Marketing
Institute (FMI), shoppers make an average of 2.2 visits to the grocery storee=a¢i w
Similarly, results from a 2002 poll conducted for the Grocery Manufacturersiefigéa
indicate that grocery shopping is a “fairly regular activity” that most deest once a
week; forty one percent of respondents indicated they went grocery shopping once a
week, while twenty seven percent reported shopping at stores two to three tiesda
Thus, we are more likely — and more often — finding ourselves in supermarkets and
grocery stores. As stores adopt self-checkouts in growing numberskaiysthat it will
be increasingly difficult to avoid them in the supermarkets and grocery steriesguent
in our neighborhoods and cities. Like it or not, for many of us, self-checkouts areyquickl
becoming part of the retail landscape.

More generally, though, the grocery industry provides an excellent casenstudy i
which to examine the increasing trend towards self-service. Grocerg ktore only
recently begun to adopt self-checkouts, and therefore provide a unique opportunity to
examine the adoption of self-service technology and its immediate effeetaployees
and consumers. Other service industries such as banks and gas stations have already
largely assimilated self-service technology, suggesting that fifieit and presence in

consumers’ minds are likely diminished or at least taken for granted. ATM’s grat-pa

8 Food Marketing Institute. 2005. “American Groc&fyoppers Seek Quality, Value, and Convenience
from Multiple Retail Formats, According to FMI's @nds 2005.” May 1.
8 Grocery Manufacturers of America. 2002. “Brand&therican Attitudes toward “The Brand”.” p.3.
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pump systems are ubiquitous, common features we now take for granted when we go to
the bank or stop to purchase gasoline for our cars. Self-checkouts at grocery stores
however, are a relatively new phenomenon, and one which has emerged in only the last
couple of years. Thus, the adoption of self-checkouts by supermarkets provides us with a
guasi-naturalistic experiment by which one may examine how technologarajes

affect work, employment, and consumer experiences in the burgeoning U.S. service

economy.

Research Methodology

The study was carried out using a multi-method approach, including the use of
secondary data, nonparticipant observation, and semi-structured intef/iEnis.
approach has the distinct advantage of allowing the researcher to ‘tasmgul
approach specific questions through the use of different research m&tBausparing
information regarding the use and implementation of self-checkouts fronplaulti
sources of information provides a more complete, holistic, and comparable pidiuee
effects and use of self-checkouts in the supermarket industry.
Nonparticipant observation was used to gain first-hand knowledge and expgrience
the use of self-checkouts. Additionally, the author spent a significant amoumiecbver
a period of several months observing the behavior of shoppers and employees in the store

environment.

8 Semi-structured interviews are also commonly refito as ‘focused’, ‘unstructured’, or ‘in-depth’
interviews. For more on focused or semi-structunéerviewing, see p. 87-89 in Esterberg (2002) pnd
291-298 in Babbie (2001).

8 For more on triangulation in social research, g 36-37 in Esterberg (2002), pg. 113 in Babbie
(2001), Emerson (ed.) (2001), pgs. 46-47 in Deanit Lincoln (eds.) and pgs. 204-205 in Frankfort-
Nachimas and Nachimas (1996).
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Secondary data sources include occupational and industry data from the U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics (BLS), as well as trade (dlgL, Consulting Group,
SelfServiceWorld newspaper (e.gNew York Times, Washington Posind industry
publications (e.gFood Marketing Institute, The Progressive Grocer, Supermarket

News.

Sampling and Data Collection

The sample for this study was drawn from seven local stores of a teggipaamarket
chain (‘SuperFood’) in the Northeast region of the United States. A subsidiary of a
conglomerate which owns and operates a number of supermarket chains in the U.S.,
SuperFood employs approximately thirty thousand people in two hundred stores and
controls a significant market share of the region’s retail food industry.

Individual stores were selected across two counties (‘Meadowview’” awd ‘N
London’) bordering a major U.S. metropolitan city and include much of the city’s
outlying suburbs and residential neighborhoods. Although roughly similar in population
size, the counties differ somewhat in terms of demographic charactggsgc$able 5).

Similarly, although the sampled stores selected shared certairoodestures (e.g.,
delicatessen, fresh produce, self-checkout lanes), they varied in size (i.e,feqya
number of staff, number of checkout lanes) and age (e.g., brand new, refurbished, etc.),
and served different communities and neighborhoods. The Parkview store, for example,
was roughly a third of the size of the Expressway Plaza location butcoaspetely
brand new installation located in a semi-urban setting where retail ispggaificantly

more expensive. Aside from the older, more affluent residents of Parkvievg, draiss
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a number of white-collar workers during lunch and rush hour. The Expresswayd?laza
the other hand, is an established store located in a large suburban shopping center.
Adjacent to a shopping mall and located roughly a mile from a large statsity, it

draws a comparatively younger and less affluent crowd consisting ofésaénts and
college students. The Century Village store is located next to a |lanmgenertit

community and serves a predominantly older clientele. These differenceaated by
managers and employees in interviews, and, in some instances, influenced how stores
presented and placed self-checkouts. In total, seven total stores werednacltioe

sample.

While neither a statistically representative nor random sample, eferesmade to
introduce variation and to control for potentially confounding variables such as store
location, neighborhood demographics, day of week and time of day (See Tables 6 and 7).
Interviews and in-store observations were carried out on different dayswédheand at
different times of the day, taking care to include mornings and afternoondl as weak
rush hour and evening hours.

Periods spent interviewing customers were alternated with periods spewingpser
transactions at the checkout lanes. Most stores provide benches or similgrrsest the
exit which provided an excellent view of the checkout lanes. Taking note of the time, |
would then spend approximately the next hour observing checkout transactions and
staffing — counting the number of cashier lanes open, the number of customerslfising se
checkout to complete their transactions, and the frequency with which customesdrequi

assistance using the self-checkouts. These field notes were used to helh@ssssres
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actually staffed the checkout lanes in practice and how often customers erembunte
problems using self-checkout.

A similar effort was made to include demographic variation into the sample by
sampling subjects varying in age, sex, and race/ethnicity. For example, altasegtch
indicates that shopping is predominantly performed by the female head of household,
efforts were made to include male shoppers as well as couples (See Table 8).
Accordingly, |1 undertook efforts to interview solitary shoppers as wetiasied
couples, families, and single parents with children, as well as personsgviergge and
ethnicity (for demographic characteristics of customers sampledabée d). Therefore,
although the sample is neither statistically representative nor randoberdedi efforts
were made to construct a sample that included considerable variation and whichaook int

account potentially confounding factors.

Subjects and Procedures

The subjects for this study consist of mainly three general social gnoogtegories:
1) employergdand/ormanagery 2) employeesand 3)consumersWhy these three
groups? In his study of innovation in supermarkets, Walsh (1995) notes that the adoption
of technology in the workplace is not simply an economic issue $atial andpolitical

issue as well:

“Technological change is more than simply the adeasf science or management’s desires to
wrest knowledge and control away from the workbmsovations upset the established social
relations within an organization and between thganization and other organizations in its

network. Technological change is thus not justi@nific process or an economic process. Rather
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it is both a social process and a political one. hat the different groups affected by the change
have vested interests in the outcome and will bmusly able to influence that outcome.”

(Walsh 1995:156-57)

In other words, technological innovations in the workplace have implications for other
groups that extend beyond the economic sphere; they also involve social changes in the
relations of production. In the case of self-checkouts, this means that not onlyswvorke
but consumers stand to be affected as well. Therefore, it is criticallytempéo examine
not only employers and workers, but also consumers, who ostensibly have their own
independent interests at stake.

The first groupemployergand/ormanager}, was sampled to address questions
concerning the economic causes and consequences of adopting such technolbgies, wit
specific attention to productivity, market growth, and employment. Store nranagee
interviewed on-site, and conversations were recorded when perffiitteelrviews with
store managers were typically pre-arranged, following an initial coatal exchange of
information, and frequently occurred in offices located in the rear or above the mai
floor. Although | attempted to interview managers separately, on several occasions
interviews were held together in a group setting due to the participants’ pgrezo§sore
managers also frequently served as a contact point, introducing the author to other
potential candidates for interview such as assistant managers, front end ns\aarat)e
customer service managers. At the conclusion of interviews with store mamagers,
typically asked for permission to interview customers at the given locattbaccess to

interview store employees.

8 All but one manager allowed our conversationse@dzorded; in the case where recording was not
permitted, the author took detailed notes.
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The second groupmployeesconsists of cashiers and other employees who work
alongside or supervise the self-service technologies. These personskedrgsovide
their opinion of the new technology and how it has affected their job duties or
employment. Employees were interviewed on the store floor, often in theeadurs
working; in some instances, | was able to speak with employees while on a liteak, si
on a bench at the end of the checkout lanes or sitting outside the store. On two occasions
| was granted access to an employee break room for the purpose of interviewing
employees. In some cases, managers referred me to specific emplayeee @ertain
employees available, while in other cases, | solicited employee<ipatibn directly.

The third groupconsumersconsists of customers who frequently encounter self-
checkout lanes at the grocery store. Consumers were asked for their opinions and
experiences regarding the introduction of self-checkout lanes in grocery aovesll as
their preferences for and experiences with such technologies. Customers we
interviewed in-store; the typical procedure for interviewing involved amting a
customer, soliciting their participation, and then asking a number of questions.dn som
cases, | followed customers as they shopped in order to facilitate theewt@nacess,
though in most cases customers simply answered my questions while we stood in the
aisle or in the checkout line. On a few occasions, customers approached me after the
interview to give additional comments regarding their shopping experience ovtdegr
additional information.

The total sample included seven store managers, eight assistant mandgdmginc
customer service and front end managers), seven employees, and fifty-s¢évemeis

In addition, | interviewed the president of the local labor union which represents the
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workers in the stores sampled, who offered additional information and comments from
organized labor’s point of view. Sample questions for each respective group adegrovi

in Appendix A (‘Sample semi-structured questionnaire items’).
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Chapter 4: Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?

“Innovation is the specific instrument of entrepreneurship...the act that encsousaes

with a new capacity to create wealth.”
- Peter F. Druckeinnovation and Entrepreneursh{f985)

“Innovation is the whim of an elite before it becomes a need of the public.”
- Ludwig von MisesHuman Action: A Treatise on Econom{t949)

Introduction

Why are grocery stores adopting self-checkouts? In a nutshell, it depends upon who
you ask. Over the past two years, | examined newspaper and magazias, aréde
journals, corporate press releases, product brochures, and industry whitepapers in an
attempt to ascertain why stores adopted self-checkouts. | contactedyirekpsrts, such
as Greg Buzek at IHL, and spoke with labor representatives, including theeptesi
the local labor union which represents local supermarket employees. | visitedongm
local stores and spoke with customers, queried cashiers, and interviewedastgezsin
their small, cramped offices overlooking the shop floor. This, | thought, would give me
the most complete and thorough understanding as to why stores have increasiadly tur
to self-service.

In place of a single reason, | found a plurality of reasons ascribed to the adoption of
self-checkouts, including reduced labor costs, faster checkout, shorter lines, reduced
theft, increased productivity, greater options, and customer demand. As | sought to
understand why stores were adopting this new technology, | encountered multiple
perspectives from different groups that present the shift towards selfesasva
contested issue, with each group offering overlapping — and often conflicting —

explanations.
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Below, | describe the reasons given by each of these groups, as welllas how
interpreted such remarks. In keeping with the ethnographic tradition ofeéapngsone’s
subjects through their own language and respective terminology, wheneverepbssibl

have included direct quotes from interviews or statements quoted in publications.

What the Manufacturers Say

When | began to explore the reason stores were adopting self-checkouts, heetermi
that the best place to start would be with the companies that manufacture themall Aft
| thought, they must have had to come up with a reason to convince stores to purchase
them in the first place.

Fueled in part by a series of recent acquisitions and mergers, two vendorsardBM
NCR - effectively control the lion’s share of the self-checkout marketG&apter 2 for
more detail$’ Accordingly, | focused my analysis upon these two corporations and how
they promote, market, and advertise their product to food retailers likeFdape

According to Tracy Flynn, vice president for NCR’s Retail Product and Solution
Marketing, two factors are driving the increasing use of self-checkoutsihsteres:
improved customer service and labor short&i&hallenging allegations that technology
such as self-scans will eliminate jobs, NCR offers critics a ‘gealieck’, implying
concerns about job loss are more hype than fact. Instead, they argue, self-sheeeaiut
a growing consumer demand for convenience by reducing lines and speeding up the

checkout proces&’

87 Kiosk Magazine
8 NCR Corporation. 2005. “Reality Check on Self-Ctmg.”
8 Ibid.
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More specifically, NCR and IBM each assert that self-serviceng loeiven by
customer demand. Depicting self-service as an increasingly takerafdedrexpectation
held by customers, manufacturers such as IBM frame self-checkoutstamporary

‘must-haves’ for retailers:

“Consumers are embracing self-service technologserttan ever before. In fact, they are coming
to expect it. From airport kiosks and pay-at-theapwyas stations to self checkout lanes in do-it-
yourself, grocery and warehouse stores, shoppersaasistently opting to control their own
transactions.”

- IBM, ‘IBM Self Checkout Solutions: Innovating tt@ustomer Experience’, p2

“Customers demand convenience and want to getdroahof the store quickly. NCR FastLane
delivers by speeding up the check-out process.t&hgueues, greater privacy, greater control,
and more choice make for happier customers arichatily, more loyal customers.”

- NCR Corporation, ‘NCR FastLarie’

“The self-service revolution is real: consumermdad it, businesses depend on it. Whether we
are banking, shopping, traveling or interactingwéthealthcare provider, more of us look for, and
expect, self-service as an ‘essential convenietheg'improves our overall experience.”

- Bill Nuti, NCR Corporation Chairman and C&0

Research sponsored by NCR and IBM corroborates these charaotesinaself-
service and self-checkout technology. A 2003 study by Interactive Data Cavporati

(IDC) of over six thousand consumers from North America, Europe, Japan, and Australia

% International Business Machines Corporation (IBR07. “IBM Self Checkout Solutions: Innovating
the Customer Experience,” p.2.

L NCR Corporation. 2008. “NCR FastLane.”

92NCR Corporation. 2008. “North American Consumeesiiand More Self-Service Options.”
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found that thirty-five percent of 18-34 year olds indicated they would be more likely t
shop at a store that offers self-checkouts than at a store that does not. A morgudgent

carried out in 2008 found similar trends, including the followthg:

Eighty-six percent of consumers are more likely to do business with companies

that offer self-service.

e Sixty-six percent of the survey respondents say the availability ofeelfce

technologies creates a more positive perception of the [stores’] brand.

e Fifty-six percent of respondents say their likelihood to use self-service ha

increased over the past year.

e For retail transactions, ninety-seven percent surveyed would use a combination of

self-service channels to handle a transaction or service.

By playing on both retailers fears’ of competition and their desire to afiueees-
increasing number of customers, companies such as IBM and NCR clevekét thair
products as ‘solutions’ — IBM’s sales brochure is titled ‘IBM Retail SBwokitions’ —
implying that retailers have a ‘problem’. This is a classic and effestles technique
which has been well-documented by scholars such as Glassner (2000), Ewen ([1976]

2001), and Packard (1960).

% NCR Corporation. 2008. “The Self-Service Revolntis Real: NCR’s 2008 Self-Service Consumer
Survey Results for North America.”
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Equally important, manufacturers claim self-checkouts will lower cgstsducing
shrink and labor-related costs. ‘Shrink’ is an industry term used to describe product los
intentional and otherwise. Citing research by the Food Marketing InstituMtig, (BM
suggests that one of the major sources of theft in retailing is in partaedsdogith staff,
particularly cashiers. Once again, IBM sells its product as a ‘solutionhiphasizing a
problem’, in this case presented in an “executive brief’ published on their product’s

webpage:

“Of the total shrink measured in the FMI study,pE¥cent was attributed to employee actions,
including 24.8 percent linked to cashier dishonestyne major source of employee-caused
shrink is “sweethearting”, a catchall term thatatémes methods cashiers might use to charge
shoppers (often friends or family members) lesa tha actual cost of their items....[E]xamples of
sweethearting include cashiers bagging up itemsowttringing them up, using overrides and
voids to remove charges from the total sale, emjesistock keeping unit (SKU) number for a
lower-priced item but placing a higher priced iteanthe bag, and ignoring items in the bottom of
the basket... Therefore, removing the cashier fragrctteckout equation and implementing self

checkout lanes has considerable potential to restugek...”*

According to FMI, shrink cost retailers 2 percent of sales in 2005, and 1.7 percent i

2006. To help give a sense of the magnitude of this cost, consider that in 2007
supermarket sales were $535.4 billion dollars; a modest one percent loss would equate to
a loss of approximately $5.4 billion dollars. Accordingly, even if self-checkwotsght

about only fractional improvements in reducing shrink, the savings would still be

considerable.

* International Business Machines Corporation (IBRQ08. “Shrink and self checkout: trends, technplog
and tips,” p.5.
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The savings from a reduction in theft fits within the context of what is a laijjegs
point — cost reduction. Evoking the euphemistic yet ever-important ‘bottom line’, self
checkout manufacturers market their products as cost-cutting devichslthedduce a

business’ operating costs and expenses:

“[R]etailers have taken notice — not only becausi® consumer demand for engaging self-
service options, but also because these technslogie produce valuable advantages for a

business’s bottom line”®

“Consider this example: a retailer’'s estimated $&tdo check out a $100 order. Because one
store associate can staff four or more checkout$a@5 percent or more of that cost can be

returned to the bottom line for each self checkmrsaction”®®

Carefully avoiding terms such as ‘automation’ or ‘job loss’, self-checkout
manufacturers extol the potential savings offered through their product in laborAssts
NCR notes, “self-checkout...allows stores to cut labor costs, which account ®thmaar
ninety percent of the costs associated with running the front end of a retai’5@re"
supplier estimated that the four-station, one-attendant configuration would require
approximately one hundred and fifty fewer labor hours a week compared to the regular
checkouts® In other words, by replacing four conventional staff-operated checkout lanes
and cashiers with automated self-checkouts and a single attendant tousssisers,

businesses could save roughly one hundred and fifty labor hours. “This means that the

% International Business Machines Corporation (IBR)07. “IBM Checkout Environment for Consumer-
Service Software,” p.2.

% International Business Machines Corporation (IBR08. “Shrink and self checkout: trends, technplog
and tips,” p.4.

9 NCR Corporation, “Reality Check on Self-Checkout.”

% Lake.
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systems can pay for themselves in about nine months,” says the cothpangrding to

NCR, each ‘FastLane’ self-checkout lane — which costs between $20,000 and $30,000 —
pays for itself in twelve to eighteen montfi$Statements such as these imply that it

would be cheaper — if not more profitable and efficient — in the long run to replace
cashiers and clerks with self-checkouts since they pay for theirin@stglatively short

time.

Lower costs, better service. These two points are used to effectively sell the
technology to businesses who desire to reduce costs while maintaining customer
satisfaction and overall quality of service. Like a form of Freudian wishifudint, they
promise businesses lower costs and happier customers — the ultimate dream for any
business. Additionally, they offer prospective buyers statistics from tatiesand
survey research conducted by retail analysts that give the veneer of isaceadiibility
to their claims. By referring to their product brochures in ‘datasheetiBkasloes) and
incorporating statistics culled from research by retail analysts;lssckout
manufacturers package their products as not simply persuasive sales pitches but
calculated ‘solutions’ to fundamental economic problems of costs and sales.

What is perplexing, however, is the seeming contradiction inherent in their mgrketi
and advertisements. If self-checkouts do not eliminate the need for cashiersjtitbatis
they save labor costs? For example, if four machines allow stores toerémla cashiers
with one, where are the other three cashiers going? Particularly notgvsattte degree

to which the suppliers couch the savings of labor displacement in abstract lnggiag

% |bid.
199 pid,
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innocuous phrases such as “improved labor utilizatt8hZor example, IBM notes that
“for each transaction and item scanned through self-checkout, retailersedhestabor
that would have been needed to handle those it€ths.”

What are they saving it for? One cannot save labor as one might capitaipit lca
invested or compounded by interest. Rather, savings in labor typically arise from
increases in productivity or efficiency. One way to do this is to intensifyathe process
— have workers work faster or adopt technology that speeds up the labor process. Another
is to replace labor outright with technology via automation. While new technology ma
be more expensive in the short term, in the long run it eliminates the need for a constant
source of labor. This is what the suppliers seem to suggest when they note how quickly
these machines pay for themselves. If they were not really autoroatitegpor, what
would the savings in labor be?

Yet again, the suppliers couch the sensitive issue of automation and labor
displacement in innocuous, vague terms such as “greater flexibility” anchtapel
efficiency”. For example, NCR asserts that their FastLane produaablies retailers to
better meet customer service needs throughout the store by redeplbginfyden the
front-end to other areas within the retail environméfitif retailers ‘redeploy labor’,
how is it that they would save labor costs? Wouldn't this simply be displacingshac
labor from one site — the checkout lane — to another (e.g., assisting customers in the
aisles, stocking shelves, etc.)? To truly save labor costs, self-checkouvtané$ave
to either allow businesses to eliminate necessary labor outright or allow it to be

substituted with cheaper or more efficient labor.

1011BM, “IBM Checkout Environment for Consumer-SemiSoftware,” p.3.
102 i

Ibid.
193 NCR Corporation. “NCR FastLane.”

60



Using the example given above, it would seem to be a case of both. By replacing four
cashiers and checkout lanes with four self-checkouts and one attendant, stores would be
displacing the costs associated with three cashiers. In turn, cashiersosheebe
attendants would now be required to intensify their work effort by managing four tanes a
once instead of one. However, this all depends upon how stores actually utilize the
technology. As Richardson (1996) contends, “computers don’t kill jobs, people do”; the
managerial policies put in place by organizations concerning the use and role of
technology, rather than the technology itself, determines the effecbtegirnas on
work and employment. Therefore, it is important to understand how store management

views self-checkouts and their role in the retail setting.

What Managers Say

While manufacturers such as IBM and NCR claim that the adoption of self-cleeckout
is being driven — at least partially — by customer demand, the author’s sainwes with
managers suggest otherwise, and indicate that in many cases, self-thveskoat
adopted for customers but in spite of them. In fact, nearly every one of tka fifte
managers interviewed indicated that there was at least some irsiséhnee to self-
checkouts from customers, if not outright refusal to use the new technology.

Specifically, the demand for and acceptance of self-checkouts appeared to vary
according to two factors: whether or not they were being added to an existing st
(versus part of an entirely new store), and the dominant demographics of the store’
clientele. Adding self-checkouts to an existing store, or to a store with adtyaokeer

clientele, appeared to coincide with a greater degree of resistanceustomers as
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perceived by managers. Store managers suggested that self-checkoutsneesadily
accepted in new stores, where they were viewed as part and parcel of thetaléatioms
while the addition of self-checkouts to older, pre-existing stores elicitestiarese from

customers uneasy with change.

Author: [D]o you think the way customers have ragped has something to do with whether a

store opened with them in there versus a chantieeistore?

Rick (Store Manager): Definitely. Definitelffhe last store | was at was in Muddy Branch and
they put them in that store. So that stores had Hesre, what, sixteen years? So that's the
toughest buy there. A store that was built with iéa this one? A lot of times customers will
consider it something new, something added torttiestry. But a store that’s established, and
suddenly you put three or four of those bonkstetfhiére — robots as the customers refer to them —

it's a tough sell to them. They're not used to that

Author: So it's sort of a reactionary stance torgie?

Rick: Definitely. They're used to their regular bas they see every other day or whatever and

can chit chat with them. They actually get offended

Author: Was it something about the self-checkoligsriselves that upset the customers or

frustrated them? Or was it just the change?

Rachel (Front End Manager): It was. You know, cleaisdike burning books sometimes..
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Barry (Store Manager): The older clientele, theg'tliike the machines. They don't like the self-
checkouts. In my last store — | was in Annapoli€wkhey were installed — the backlash was
horrendous. After two months | was like ‘this isatten worth it’. The phone calls, the letters, the

call ups to the main office...

This resistance from customers was frequently qualified by statemmaints t
contextualized resistance to a specific store or neighborhood, implying that theenega
reaction was due to particular local factors rather than an overall inadvdi&yshared
sentiment. For example, the Expressway Plaza store — located less thafranma
state university — installed six rather than the customary four selkabis due to the

perceived demand and acceptance from younger customers:

Author: Approximately when, if you can remembed glour store begin to introduce self-

checkout lines?

Barry (Store Manager): Well, | can speak from agldrperspective. In 2002, | believe this store
was one of the first to get self-checkouts anddtése has more self-checkouts than anyone else

in the chain.

Author: Really?

Barry: We have six of ‘em. Most stores have fout.the other stores have four. They put six in
here because of the strong university base. Wesdiibmore of a young, technology friendly and
they would adapt to it more readily. And they hakiey have. Almost fifty percent of my items

go through self-checkout in this store.

Author: Almost fifty percent?
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Barry: Of the items that get checked out go throsgjfrcheckout.

Author: Wow. | was told that [stores] try to kedye tpercentage of transactions through self-

checkout at a fixed level — does SuperFood doaheeghing?

Barry: That's interesting. When we first rolled ptiitey wanted to get twenty five percent of their
customers served. The organization underwent seatetship changes and we merged with
Colonial Market Foods, and the Colonial Market Fegdoup felt that we were putting too many
people through self-checkout, then the perceptfdhat and customer service was being lost,

‘cause people were using more machines.

Author: Is it still twenty-five percent here?

Barry: At this store here, it's almost fifty. Anbdday know why. They know why, ‘cause there’s six

machines and people have bought into them.

Author: So because of the relative demand for #flecheckouts-

Barry: | can’'t do anything about it. | can’t stopgple from going through short of closing them

down!

In other instances, self-checkouts had to be removed from existing stores, and in one
case, not installed as originally planned due to anticipated resistance from the
community. The store in question had taken out advertisements in local newspapers that
included a description of the store offering self-checkouts. However, because of t

neighborhood demographics — the neighborhood is often described as older and more
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affluent than adjacent neighborhoods — the store decided not to install the skifethe

in order to avoid irritating what was eagerly hoped to be a dependable customdihlease
exchange below with the front end manager implies that this is only a temporary
adjustment, however, and that self-checkouts will soon be back to satisfy a moré genera

demand from the public:

Author: Now when | talked to Barry, he said a Ibtlee shoppers here — you definitely get an

older crowd at certain times of the day — and lasat that this store doesn’t have self-scan, right?

Karen (Front End Manager): Mmhm.

Author: Was that [decision] made from the beginniviten the store opened?

Karen: From my understanding, when the store opéneals supposed to have self-checkout.

Now what happened, | can't tell you. But | do bediave will get ‘em. | think it's coming to this

store. Because you have a lot of customers reaiggeisti

Author: Mmhm.

Karen: And it was in the brochure, it was in oupgia— ‘self-checkout’. And | wasn't aware of it

until a customer brought me the paper and said|, wsays right here you have self-checkout.’

And we don't.

Author: [Because] they were worried there was gamige some resistance in the community?

Karen: Mmhm.
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Author: So they nixed it.

Karen: Mmhm.

Author: But you think they’re gonna’ bring it back?

Karen: Oh, | think so. | think it's coming. | thiriks gonna’ be popular. Because a lot of the
customers — that's what they want, that's what theye expecting because that's what they saw

in their brochure.

In short, the decision to adopt self-checkouts was not being driven by customer
demand. In fact, it was often being instituted in spite of it.

Accordingly, stores actively educated customers and staffed self-ohé&ukes
assiduously in an attempt to gain acceptance from the public and brook criticism. Two
general strategies were used to accomplish this transition. Firsg atggeessively
staffed self-checkouts to assist customers and allay concerns Huhtesddouts were

replacing cashiers and checkout staff:

Author: So when you first opened the store heré tie self-checkouts, was there anything

specific that either of you did to transition sheppinto using self-checkout lanes?
Ezra (Assistant Manager): Just probably overkithvaashiers, having enough cashiers up there

making sure that if [customers] had any questibey ivere right there to assist them. A lot of

people, | think, were just very uneasy or wereidfad it, [or] didn’t know how to work it.
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Barry (Store Manager): The first and loudest conmplagot at the store | was in when they
installed them was that, ‘We like our cashiers. Y®taking their hours away. You're cuttin’ their

hours’. And that was easy to address ‘cause wedddolers.

Author: Interesting.

Barry: We added hours. | can’'t remember if | adttein myself or if it was my district manager
but we added hours to the front end of our storendim Annapolis. So | was able to combat that
because a lot of the cashiers through their taltartpeir favorite customers they got that
impression maybe that they'd cut an hour or two...[Blg know that | added hours ‘cause |
wanted to make sure that we didn't have that peimepAnd the last thing | want to do is have
one less cashier and four machines down theresterfthat idea ‘cause that's not what we want it

to do.

Second, by framing self-checkouts as a choice or ‘option’ rather than a resqujrem
managers soft-pedaled the technology as an added service or alteathgvéhan a
replacement or substitute for the traditional cashier-operated checkouulaihe, s
reinforcing the perception of customers’ autonomy and independence andingassur

existing customers that they were not going to be “force fed” selkohex

Author: So when stores introduce these new seltlahdts, is there anything that managers or the

store itself does to transition shoppers into usiegn?

Rick (Store Manager): We look at it as an optioikell say, any customer that would complain
about them, we always say it's an option it's nainelatory that you go there. And a lot of them-
like | say, in this store- and | can only figurechase this store was open, well, I've probably had

maybe three complaints in the year plus that I'#erbhere. But a store that's established already
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and they add them to it...the complaints are prettgresive. But usually if you approach them
with ‘it's an option and we’re not pushing themywou’, most of ‘em will buy into that and agree

with you explain.

Sam (Store Manager): At no time has SuperFoodisnstore — | can’'t speak for other stores —

have we ever told a customer the only option isd@ckout.

Author: Mmhm.

Sam: We do not force feed that. We will not takmoaition of that’s the primary service that we

have in the store. That's an option.

Author: Mmhm.

Sam: Because | want to emphasize in this whole @ation, again, it was never a primary- it
wasn't the primary service. And | think that’s hewe approached it. So it never was really a big
issue with our customers and it's never been askige at the store level. You have pockets of
customers who really don't like it. | mean, you Ipably have small pockets of customers who do
not like ‘em and they- Again, they have their optisVe don't force feed it. I'll give you an
example. Our store, we have ‘em as you come igathre. The first five terminals are self-

checkout, and then you go down-

Author: Right by the exit.

Sam: We almost tore- We almost took them out of liercause we didn't like - corporate didn't

like - how they were placed. We almost took therhajduhere, took ‘em out of the store, and we
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almost placed them all the way down by the termiwahty-one [at the far end of the checkout

area]. So twenty-one, twenty, nineteen, eighteeversteen—

Author: Have ‘em at the end.

Sam: The end. Because we felt like they were réaltiie wrong location. Because of our

thoughts as a corporation, we don't want our custsro perceive that they're being force fed

through those terminals.

When asked whether self-checkouts would reduce stores’ need for labor or the number of
employees, managers readily disputed such claims, asserting that they lzaletloe s

higher staffing levels since the self-checkouts were added:

Carl (Store Manager): [I]f you look at it there’sdm virtually no change in the number of staffers
you have working on the front end. | still have Hzane number of cashiers that we had prior to
the machines, so it hasn't taken any jobs.

Author: So, this whole “taking jobs” thing is latge myth?

Carl: Yeah. | haven't seen that. The hours andyhirg else have stayed about the same, so it

hasn’t really affected that.

Author: So is this jobs thing a red herring?
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Rick (Store Manager): The two stores I've beert’mstatus quo. It hasn't eliminated anything. |
mean, | can’t speak for other stores if they trgdwe that way. But | certainly don'’t. | can't affio

to ‘cause | need all the people | can get. | wditddally hire twenty cashiers tomorrow if | could.
I'll hire as many people as | can come throughdber. So...I haven’t eliminated anything. |

think when it first came out there was a lot of wyor like | said earlier — that jobs were going to
be cut. But that's, | mean that’s just not the cd$at hasn't happened in my situation with my
two stores that have had it, ‘cause, like | saguld hire everyday for the next three weeks and
not have enough people. | don't know what otherest@o, but | haven't seen it happen at
SuperFood. And | know it was a fear. But havendrsi happen here in my store, and | haven't
heard about it at other SuperFoods, | don’t knowetivér you have. But there was definitely a fear
with the local [union]. But that's everything tdévery time you mention a change, it's always ‘is
it gonna eliminate jobs?’, so | guess that's alwaysar in people’s minds. We got more to worry
about the competition than we have to worry abelftcheckouts. We got a Harris Teeter, we got
Wal-Mart, we got Wegman'’s- That's what we bettermy@bout. Putting a few self-checkouts
next door — | don't know if that's going to elimiteatoo many jobs, but competition will eliminate

jobs faster than anything ‘cause they’ll take ousibess.

In fact, all but three of the managers | interviewed — roughly eightgperclaimed that
self-checkouts would not result in fewer jobs for cashiers.

Yet when asked how self-checkouts helped their businesses, most managers cited an
overall reduction in labor-related costs. In other words, while managers @spa gr
disagreed with the notion that self-checkouts would eliminate jobs, they also exzeghasi

its main advantage as being a labor-saving device — a rather peculiar ctatradic

Author: So, from a business perspective, how dedlself-checkouts help the business? What do

they do for the company?
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Ezra (Assistant Manager): We’'ll be able to take peeson and... let’'s say for instance they’re
making $6.60 as a cashier, be able to have foeslapen and with a little assistance and... with a
little assistance you're able to take care of fmustomers at one time instead of having four
cashiers here at the rate of $6.60, where you'yengaut... so | guess you'd say it's substituting
the people with the machines, but making sure youelsomebody there that can really assist

them and it's not so much of a heartache to hawejresstead it's something new and fun to try.

Author: So you mentioned before these self-checkbetp the business by reducing labor costs.

Barry (Store Manager): If you look at the big pietusure, it's gonna do that eventually. The
rollout period | didn’t reduce labor because | didvant to. | wanted to make sure that the
perception was, that | could negate that perceptitiimately, there’'s occasions when you love to
have those self-checkouts. If you remember ba@008, Valentines’ Day, we had a blizzard. |
had four cashiers that never left the store thakw¥ou know what | mean? So when no one
could get to work, | had four cashiers on handvthele time. Now that’s a big plus. Same thing
here, except we've got six of ‘em. As long as yauéhone person to manage them, you've got six
cashiers. Now, you know, and over time — | canlsagygot fifty odd customers going through

there.

Author: Wow.

Barry: And if | had to checkout those items witmians, that would add a third or a quarter

additional payroll on top of that to get it checlad. So yeah, over time it saves a lot of labor.

To be fair, it is possible that adopting self-checkouts could simultaneously reduce t

need for labor while not eliminating any jobs. This could be done by reducing the number
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of full-time positions and increasing the use of part-time employment —WHRYV
spokesperson Greg Denier refers to as the “downward restructuring”ibivata For
example, assume a store relies on a staff of fifty employees to operatesckout lanes,
thirty five of which are part-time employees and fifteen of which altdifne employees.
By adopting self-checkouts, stores could conceivably elect to repladarfelstaff with
part-time staff, with the self-checkouts making up the difference. Réertiminating
jobs, self-checkouts could be used to eliminaers allowing stores to shift towards
greater use of part-time staff.

According to Barry, this was the agreement SuperFood had made with tHalocal
union. Stores would not cut hours nor would they terminate full-time employees; rather,
the high turnover rate would be allowed to effect natural attrition among eaesloy

permitting stores to gradually implement a transformation of their emm@oy/structure.

Barry: | dealt with the staff when they put the miaes down. | was at one store’s reaction was
either indifference or ‘hey - am | gonna’ get myuh®cut?’ | get a veteran part-timer working
thirty five hours a week — they’'re making a liviag that. And then here these four machines
come along and then am | gonna’ get twenty fiverb@week? So it's a real concern. What we
did — | should have mentioned this earlier — ladtriced more hours, but at that point | let natural
attrition take care making it balance out. ‘Causepie left and we wouldn’t replace them. For
whatever reason. Whether they're students andgheg real job, or another job, or that they got
another job or got terminated for some reason vghtmiot replace ‘em. Because now we got four
self-checkouts. That's how the labor thing comelsappen. We ain’t gonna just reduce the
cashiers out ‘cause first of all they have a unfamd the union got involved making sure this

wasn't a wholesale cut to their earning potential.

C: That's my last question — what has been thenimiesponse to this?

72



J: Just that don't let us see a wholesale chopgfitgurs.

C: Was there— Is there an explicit agreement batwlee union and the stores?

J: No. Back when the self-checks went in- Superfoationship with the union’s always been
pretty good and there’s not a whole lot of animpsithe founder of the company was very much
into continuity and not disrupting our customersikgs will do that, ok? So when the self-
checkouts came in, they said ‘hey, we got someearmst I'm sure they had a lot of meetings and
the word — | believe this is and we can always cbaek — we were told, you know, ‘Don’t cut
your hours’. Just, you'll get your labor savingsotigh natural attrition. When you lose a cashier
you might not be so quick to replace them. That,wayen you do overall cut- reduce the hours.
They're bringing in line with what you need nowgchandividual cashier might not be, won'’t be
affected by it. Joe down here, you know, who’siggttwenty hours doesn’t work here anymore.
So those twenty hours are gone but Bill here ggttiirty five hours, he’s still getting his thirty

five. So that twenty hours was eliminated but drdi hurt anybody.

C: So you didn’'t have to fire people or lay peopi®

J: Exactly.

C: But it affected your rehiring practices?

J: Yes. We've slowed down in hiring until we're atbovhere we needed. Until we're down to the

level we need to, yeah. Because the budget’s clhangai know, the next budget for the quarter

after the machines went in, it's gonna be a ligtks. But if you manage your attrition and hiring

it's not gonna hurt you. It won't hurt your staffhey’re empowered.
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Karen, in particular, was candid about how she thought self-checkouts were helping
shape the employment structure of the supermarket industry. Working padstiane
cashier while she was enrolled in college, upon graduation Karen began to Wwork ful
time, eventually working her way up to a management position. In addition to herself,
two of her adult children are employed by SuperFood, one whom works as a cashier. Yet,
while Karen openly acknowledged her appreciation of self-checkouts a®meusthe

was less than enthusiastic when it came to describing their effect on eagploye

Karen: Like | said, | think it's a good thing butrfa cashier it's not because it's taking theirsjob
You know, because you only need one person to waskor three machines, you know? If you
have three of these self-checkouts, you only haxeecashier — that's two cashiers that’s not

working. So that's taking their jobs, most defihjte

Author: Now, when you say ‘taking their jobs’, ddbat mean they’re somewhere else working in

the store or that there’s less need for [staff]?

Karen: No, their hours.

Author: Is this something that cashiers talk about?

Karen: Of course! | have two children that worlSaiperFood as well, and my stepdaughter, she’s

a cashier at that SuperFood. Her hours was cutichtg when they put those machines in.

Drastically. Where she went to workin’ like fiveydaa week, they cut her down to two.

Several managers viewed self-checkouts in quasi-evolutionary terms, degetiting

checkouts as a step or progression forward in the overall evolution of the retailyindustr
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Automated self-checkouts were not entirely new, they argued, but rathbmeal

existing technologies such as UPC bar code scanning, conveyor belts, electiesic sc
and other point-of-sale (POS) technology in a new innovative form that was more cost-
effective in terms of labor. Evoking a ‘survival of the fittest’ view of the itguself-

checkouts represented what one manager referred to as the “future of retailing”

Sam (Store Manager): It started with the scannimgself-scanners. Because years ago, you had —

what was it? NCR?

Robert (Assistant Manager): NCR registers whereyehimg had to be key punched. Not even

key punched. Every item had to be priced.

Sam: Yeah. So that transformation in the businestesl. You had that. You had the existing
method. And then we went over to the bar code -UfR€ code — and the scanner and right then
and there — even back then — it was a thoughtahatvell we're gonna’ go to scanner. We don't
have to price stuff. We don’t have to price it doyger. All we have to do is put it on the shelf'.
So it started really with that thought and thertedogy enabled us to go a step, to go steps

further to presently the self-checkout.

Peter (Store Manager): [E]Jventually you're gonree & store with nothing but all self-checkouts.
Because it's gonna’ be cost-effective. You know2 Amany business you're looking for cost-

effective ways to run your business. And that's ohem.

Again and again, managers disputed the possibility that self-checkouts etiminate

jobs, citing either level or increased staffing levels or of a perceiveddabarage and
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staffing problem. Managers repeatedly mentioned difficulty in hiring aathieg
employees, citing either the overall turnover that characterizes #iandtstry or

nearby businesses that offer more attractive wages and employment.

Union Cynicism

According to the labor unions, the addition of self-checkouts is not being driven by
businesses’ commitment to better customer service, but by a desire to dutttador
costs and increase corporate profits and earnings. Simply put, self-checkdgsg
used to cut labor costs. “What it really is is service without the people or the dost of t
people,” says Rob Blackwell of the AFL-CIO, “It's done for the sake of the bottom
line.”1%4

Labor organizations view the self-service trend as part of the ‘joble®gary’ of the
U.S. economy in which productivity and profits are increased by cutting staff argd usi
technology such as self-checkouts to displace labor costs or offload work onto
consumers.

At the national level, the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union,
which represents more than one million workers in the U.S. retail food industrysasser
self-checkouts are being used to reduce overall labor costs by reducingesrpbors
and the number of full-time jobs availatfé Rather than eliminating labor outright, the

union claims self-checkouts are eroding worker benefits and wages by degreasi

businesses’ needs for full-time labor. The result, the union claims, is tihjales are

104
Joyner.
195 United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW). n.celfSScanners Impact Workforce.”
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being “restructured downwards” and that self-checkouts are being useditatéathiis

economic restructuring:

“The future is that they’ll be fewer and fewer jabat come with adequate hours because of
displacing jobs with self-checkout. You're not oo at the current worker being displaced or
losing health benefits. What you're looking at isatthe structure of the workforce looks like in
the future: decreased hours, decreased benefjibilify. You might have had ten full time jobs
before, now you have 15 part-time joB3&”

- Greg Denier, UFCW Spokesperson

Like its parent organization at the national level, the local United Food and
Commercial Workers union shares a certain skepticism regarding the adosédfa of
checkouts. “It's all to eliminate labor hours and increase profits. That'sitidhall for,”
says Bill Reynolds, president of the local UFCW union, “Basically we don'{iike
because it costs jobs.” According to Bill, however, technology has always bekoyuse
business to reduce labor costs. In his view, what is really driving the udé of se
checkouts are rising health care costs and the increasing competition fraxosiow

competitors such as Wal-Matrt.

Author: Do you think that the industry is usingstibéchnology to sort of leverage that transition?

Towards a part-time heavy workforce?

Bill (union president): Well, they were doing thatyway. | don't think the technology has much

to do with that. That's the way they wanna’ operateey wanna’ turn it into, you know, Wal-

106 adler.
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Mart, a Wal-Mart industry where you got all low gaiorkers and you don't give ‘em health

insurance. That's where the industry is trying ¢o Ghis is a race to the bottom.

As companies like Wal-Mart gain larger and larger shares of the retail fatdtma
companies such as SuperFood, Bill argues, are forced to consider adopting self-
checkouts, even if it clashes with a long-standing company culture centeredamezust
service'®’ According to Bill, it is not self-service as a philosophy that is shaping the
outlook of management, but rather what self-service can do to lower operating expenses

and labor costs:

Bill (Union president): First of all, all grocerypmpanies don'’t believe in self-checkout. Some
believe in it a little bit, some believe in it &l more. It just depends on what the managenfent o
the company is trying to sell to the public. Thgyto make the argument that self-checkouts help
customers. It's not. It's to reduce payroll.

Author: But store managers say that it's not taloigs, nobody’s losing hours, that-

Bill: That's [expletive]. It's all a lie. And tha$' not just my opinion, because | have the officials

tell me how many jobs it saves when you put inlas&anner.

Author: They do?

Bill: Sure!

197 Callahan, Patricia and Ann Zimmerman. 2003. “WalrMAfter Remaking Discount Retailing, Now
Nation's Largest Grocery Chain: Grocery Chains tighWal-Mart For Market ShareWall Street
Journal May 31.
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Author: Really?

Bill: Yeah. They researched it. That's why theyidd forget what period of time they said but

they pay for themselves in two, three years.

Author: That quickly?

Bill: Yeah, the payback on ‘em is fast. So, yedlat's all the company line.

The major shortcoming of the union’s position is the relative paucity of evidence t
support such claims. Although unions allege that self-checkouts will elimoraat least
erode) jobs, they offer little proof to back up such allegations; none of the union websites
published documents or findings from independent research corroborating their claims
Therefore, one has to be careful in evaluating the merit of their clainssisgbe
specifically — the evidence concerning the effect of self-checkouts on jobs and

employment — is addressed more fully in the next chapter.

Cashiers

In many cases, cashiers were too busy to speak with me, which in itself is perhaps
worth noting. Observing cashiers and checkout clerks at work, | found that their work
schedule follows a boom-bust pattern, similar to other service jobs (e.g., food,service
etc.). That is to say, during certain periods of time — for example, during midhday, t
after-work rush hour — cashiers were visibly much busier ringing up purchasssngs

customers, and bagging groceries. In several cases, cashiers werdintpigy to
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speak with me. For example, in one instance | had been waiting at the end &t the se
checkout area — which includes four self-checkout lanes — to speak with a cheekout cl
who had agreed to participate in my study, only to have to break off the interview after a
few minutes because he was completely occupied rushing from machine to machine
helping customers complete their purchases. In other instances, cashieevenfgjth
pressured to decline; despite protestations to the contrary, several declinedstaiggy
that they did not want to risk their employment by participating.

Most, however, declined for a variety of reasons, ranging from a lack oftrttere
downright hostility. | offered to buy participants a snack or coffee as an imeemniy to
be put-off. After numerous failed attempts, | asked an employee with whom | had
previously spoken why so many of her co-workers were declining to patéicipas it
my approach?, | asked. Was the topic too sensitive? Did | need to more fully elxplain t
guarantee of anonymity? Were they afraid of losing their jobs if they ipated?
According to her, the fault lie not with my research methodology but with my naive

understanding of how my research fit in relation to most cashiers’ work rautines

“[A] lot of us spend all day dealing with people that when we’re on break or we're not working
we don’t wanna’ deal with nobody. We just wann&'dgiwn and chill out. And a lot of people just
don’t wanna be here, so anything that keeps ‘era hdike helping you with your interviews —
they aren’t going to wanna’ do if they don’t hawee It's nothing personal, they just got other stuff
to do. A lot of people have other jobs or havedasbmewhere, take care of their kids. So don’t
take it personal. But that’s probably why you'reving such a hard time”

- Karen, front end manager
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Each of these reasons is noteworthy for the potential insights they maynofferk
intensity and perceptions of job security in the retail industry, but the key isaheeel
degree to which cashiers were difficult to successfully interview anctaelito
participate. That being said, those cashiers who elected to participatéwlecoming
and candid in their responses, and allowed me to sit and watch them work or interact with

customers.

The End of the (Checkout) Line?

Regrettably, | was unable to gain a sufficient sample of opinions from castuers a
clerks to the question of why stores are adopting self-checkouts (sea sdcve).
However, | did solicit their opinion regarding how they perceived self-checkalats/e
to their own current employment and specifically asked them whether they thioeght
would reduce or eliminate jobs in the store.

Overall, cashiers did not view self-checkouts as a threat to their employmiait,
their responses seemed to suggest that, at least for the present time, tlogimemipls
necessary, if not indispensable. One reason is that self-checkouts anektillzaly new
phenomena in the retail sector. The technology still has flaws and limitations and
customers frequently require assistance to complete a transactioeNvithexkout. One
cashier, Susan, estimated that she needed to help approximately eighty pktice
customers that used self-checkout, while another put it closer to ninety percemg. Dur
the hour | spent talking with Susan and observing her and the self-checkout laimesl she
to assist nearly every single customer; one particular customere@deip on three

separate occasions during a single sales transaction. On a separata piccasdifferent
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store, | had to repeatedly break off my conversation with a clerk manning the self
checkout lanes so he could assist a customer. After several minutes, he agkeaolilidv
end the interview simply because he was overwhelmed running from lane to lane
assisting customers who were encountering problems with the self-chelikesk:.
instances underscore the simple fact that stores still need people in the cleedsu
point acknowledged by Susan and other checkout staff.

Likewise, cashiers cited the need to have the self-checkout lanes monitored ia orde
deter theft, or ‘'shrink’. “You gotta’ have someone standing there to make sure people
don't just walk off [with the merchandise]”, said Leonard, a fifty-one year adthier.
Ismail, a twenty-two year old who has worked in the same store since he was fifte
noted “[t]he only problem is you have to keep an eye on self-checkout. Sometimes people
don’t pay.” While self-checkouts have built-in features designed to prevent hiesft, t
remain susceptible to a variety of methods used by both casual and professives] thie
meaning that checkout clerks and cashiers are also increasinglydakiing role of
security guard, monitoring the checkout lanes for suspicious activity and theft.

Additionally, as a few cashiers noted, some customers’ refusal to use theagghnol
means that cashiers are in many cases still indispensable in a businpsgoibras to sell
not just a product but service. As long as some customers continue to prefer using
human-operated cashiers, stores will have to employ cashiers to meetishainers’
expectations.

However, several employees held mixed views regarding self-checktthtsigh
they did not appear to feel the machines represented an immediate threat to thei

employment, they still expressed a degree of doubt and uncertainty regardiagttred
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effect on employment. This sentiment is captured in the following exchangesvithea

number of cashiers and checkout clerks:

Author: Do you have any concerns about self-chetskeliminating cashiers’ jobs?

Celeste: No.

Author: No? Why not?

Celeste: Because they still need somebody to watoh

Author: So you think even if they wanted to getafdhll the cashiers, they would still need them

to stand there and watch and help people and-

Celeste: They probably wouldn’t need as many [ersishabut they’d need some though.

Author: Do you think self-checkouts will reduce tiember of jobs here at SuperFood?

Susan: Yes and no. There still has to be someatheanirain to just- The end here gets full so

someone has to empty it. But they do, | guess, aak®y some of the cashiers.

Author: Do you think self-checkouts will reduce tember of jobs here at SuperFood?

Erin: No. They still need someone down there to‘emn. It may reduce some [jobs], but not all

[of them]. And a lot of people in this store wounge ‘em.
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Like the managers, cashiers appear to harbor differing, if not contradiceawsg, am
the relationship between self-checkouts and jobs. On the one hand, self-checkouts are
dismissed as an immediate threat to cashiers’ jobs; the technology isos#ltprerrors,
susceptible to theft, and most customers still require assistance orteefisgethem
outright. The simple fact that cashiers continue to work despite the adoption of self
checkouts leads allows to believe they are not a threat to their employhmsnt(I'm
still working here, righ?”).

Yet there is also a belief that self-checkouts may in fact reduce jobsomheeats
made by Susan, Celeste, and Erin above suggest that while cashiers’ waordt inay
completely automated by self-checkouts, there will likely be some redustieecessary
labor. For others, such as Leonard, self-checkouts constitute a growirigdhrears

that are already seen as difficult to come by:

Leonard: First thing | think of when | see thoselffeheckouts] is less jobs for people.

Author: Do you yourself worry that your hours cotle reduced, you could lose your job-

Leonard: I'm almost sure they probably would, yooWw, ‘cause they're cuttin’ back on hours as

it is, as it stands right now, so.

Author: Is this something cashiers talk about? Thatself-scans are gonna’ keep coming and

grow in number?

Leonard: We don't talk about it that often herecdugse we haven't heard anything about them
coming here, so, you know. But, you know, soona@slyring it up, a little eyebrow gets raised

around, you know. When they comin’, they say itmga’ cut back on hours...
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In sum, cashiers, like managers, hold conflicting views on self-checkouts. Fr som
the simple fact that they were still working implied that self-checkoate wot a serious
threat to cashiers, or at least their employment. The role of cashier migiuuoed, but
there would still be a need for people to help customers, bag groceries, run clgecks a
deter theft. Granted, the technology might automate tasks such as scannimyg items
making change, but until they automated — or displaced — all of the tasks performed by
cashiers and checkout clerks, there would still be a need for checkout staff. Yet mos
acknowledged that there would eventually be some job loss attributable to self-checkout

whether it be hours, positions, or the actual number of staff.

Customers: ‘A Sign of the Times’

When asked why stores such as SuperFood were adopting self-checkouts, customers
offered a variety of reasons. However, a majority of respondents citedl@ itason in
their response to the question posed by the author, suggesting that there is, to some
extent, a prevailing public opinion (see Table 10). Described as “codiedfday one
shopper, nearly two thirds of shoppers interviewed — sixty-seven percent — describe
automated self-checkout lanes as an attempt by stores cut costs. Simpinajot;ty of
sampled respondents viewed the introduction of self-checkouts as way for stoxes to sa
money. Even more revealing, perhaps, is that eighty-four percent of those wiho cite
cutting costs as a reason made explicit references to fewer engpémgstaff, directly

associating the new technology with a reduction in staff and employment.
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“Less manpower. Less employees you have to pay.”

— 57 year old female retail clerk

“Probably to cut costs of workers. So they canfaser workers.”

— 61 year old male

“It's cheaper. They don’t have to pay the peopl®wb the checkout.”

— 50 year old stay-at-home mother

“Get rid of the cashiers and checkout people. They't have to pay’ em if we do it for ‘em.
That's what I think. | think a lot of people thitkat.”

— 70 year old retired male customer

“If they can get customers to do more of the wahecking out our own groceries, they won't
need as many cashiers, right? They're not payiogetipeople who use self-checkout, do they?
Well, there you go!”

— 73 year old retired male customer

In short, most of the customers interviewed considered automated s&ldiseas
part and parcel of the larger economic trend of corporate ‘belt-tightenioggsade
other cost-cutting methods such as outsourcing, automation, and downsizing. Merging
two widely recognized forms of labor-displacing technology — the computehand t
assembly line — results indicate that self-checkouts are perceived by ntostergsto be
the latest iteration of the age-old business strategy of cost-cutting.

However, not all of the shoppers | interviewed felt this way; aside fromechsttion,

customers also cited convenience, added choice, customer preference, andaeovelty
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factors, among others. Numerous customers described self-checkouts as an added
convenience, providing customers with an alternative to the express lane. According t
one female shopper, “[it's] for the people on their way home who just want to pick up a
couple of things.” This view was shared by several other respondents, who viewed the
addition of self-checkouts as an added convenience designed to reduce time gpgnt in |

especially for those purchasing only one or two items.

“So people with a few items can get in and outd]adon’t have to wait in line.”

— 20 year old male customer

“Keep people from waiting in line. So if you're gnjietting one or two things you can get in and
out.”

— 29 year old female customer

“I think they’re for people getting a few items,y&now? Like the express lane but maybe even
fewer. | don't think it would make sense for theortty to go through there with a whole cart full
of items, although maybe some people do.”

— 37 year old female customer

Another reason cited was customer preference, suggesting that sktfutbecere
being added to meet a general demand or expectation from the public. Mirroring the
claims made by manufacturers, some customers expressed a prefarshopomg at
stores that offered self-checkout lanes, while others described it as,addasefor-
granted necessity. “Certain people want to do it,” said a twenty-sevenlgidamale

shopper, “I know people who want them when they go shopping.” Others described it as
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being more driven by a particular type of shopper, such as the computer-savvy tech
crowd. “Some people seem to like ‘em, so | suppose they’re for some people” said a
seventy-five year old customer, implying self-checkouts were desigmeéddba certain
target group or demographic.

A few shoppers cited the “novelty factor”, characterizing self-checkegsramicks
or spectacles designed to attract consumers. “They think people like the nastelty fa
said a twenty-five year old male, suggesting self-checkouts are part oketingaor
advertising strategy designed to attract customers. Another shopper simplyhasdte
“[new] technology is always fun to play with”.

This description of the novelty of self-checkouts ties in to the establishatllieeon
the role of the ‘spectacle’ in consumption and consumer culture, in which businegses see
to find ever newer ways of attracting, enchanting, and seducing a boredeaiateal
consumer base (Ritzer 2001; Debord [1967] 1994). As existing forms of capitalism
become routine, dull, and commonplace, spectacles represent one way in which
businesses can create enthusiasm and attract customers. While seltiashackperhaps
not nearly as spectacular as, say, the Bellagio casino in Las Vegas, tifear donovel
way of conducting retail transactions. To some consumers, it may be fratessdouts
represent a new, exciting way of doing business that parallels new contenfporerpf
communication (e.g., email, cell phones) and entertainment (e.g., computer videp games

Indeed, several customers characterized self-checkouts as sirsigly af‘the times”,
reflecting a societal shift and general preference towards compusied-technology. “I
guess people want to do more things with computers, you know?” says a fiftyeaght

old married nurse. “[T]hey have things like this at Home Depot, the movie theater
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they're everywhere.” Confronted with automated services at the airpiaters,

hardware store, and movie theaters, customers such as these may view the adoption of
self-checkouts as merely part of a larger trend towards computerizatiomeagxpansion

of information technology. Likewise, as banking, work, and communication become
increasingly computer-mediated activities, customers may come tot skpéar social
arrangements in their leisure activities.

Lastly, we have the nearly twenty percent of sampled participants who ressonde
don’t know’. In survey research, one of the major problems researchers tiage is
category ohonresponseor those respondents who refuse to answer or participate in a
survey'°® However, a response of ‘I don’t know’ is not the same as a non-response;
indeed, it is in fact a very specific type of response indicating the absence ofiiam opi
or viewpoint.

In this study, only eight participants did not provide a response when queried
regarding why stores were adopting self-checkouts. In fact, most, if not tiese non-
responses reflected occasions when the participant did not have time to respond or in
which the interview had ended abruptly or prematurely. In some cases, respondents
interviewed in the checkout line had completed their transaction and simply washed t

depart the store and go on their way; in others, the classic cues of averiesthiéiyeg

19 For more on nonresponse and the effect of respats@n estimates, see Keeter, Scott et al. 2006.
“Gauging the Impact of Growing Nonresponse on Estas from a National RDD Telephone Survey.”
Public Opinion Quarterly70:759-779; Daniel, Wayne W. 1975. “Nonrespans&ciological surveys: A
review of some methods for handling the probleSgtiological Methods and Resear8i291-307. The
journalPublic Opinion Quarterlyrecently published an entire issue devoted tasthee of nonresponse in
survey researchPlblic Opinion Quarterly2006, 70:637-809).
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stance, and closing statemen@k( well...)) indicated that | had exhausted their goodwill
and that they were impatient to end the interaction.
Precisely why these respondents did not offer a response is speculativeitatiagst
have simply never occurred to them to question their appearance. What is does indicate
however, is the absence of a certainty on behalf of customers. Used as aromdicati
certainty or awareness, we may interpret those who responded ‘I don’t know’ as
reflecting a significant degree of uncertainty or obliviousness amongdapeisly public.
Overall, however, a majority of the shoppers | interviewed perceived the adoption of
self-checkouts as being driven by stores’ desire to cut costs. Whilgattis noting that
there were numerous other reasons attributed to the addition of self-checkouts, it should
be pointed out that my interviews suggest a predominant and prevailing sentiment
Additionally, most of the customers perceived self-checkouts not to be merely mere cos
effective and efficient, but also connected it to a process of technology-bbeed |
displacement, claiming that self-checkouts would replace cashierscarte rgtores’
need for staff. Whether or not this is actually true is a separate issue - atidriess in
the following chapter — but regardless of its veracity it is worth noting how Ipréthis

belief was among those shoppers | interviewed.

Summary
The first and perhaps most obvious finding is that in place of a single reason,

manufacturers, managers, cashiers and customers offered a varigilaohagns and

199 For more on verbal and nonverbal cues to closimyersations, see Clark, Herbert H. 1985.“Chapter
18: Language Use and Language Users.” Pp. 179¢#2@9liindzey and Elliot A. (eds.J;he Handbook of
Social PsychologyNew York: Harper and Row; Goffman, Erving. 198&havior in Public Places: Notes
on the Social Organization of Gatheringadlencoe: The Free Press.
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accounts to explain why supermarkets are adopting self-checkouts. Indeedskdtn a
why stores are adopting self-checkouts, the various stakeholders involved offered
different — and occasionally conflicting — reasons.

Second, as one might expect, the reasons offered by each group to explain stores’
adoption of self-checkouts reflects, to varying degrees, the major ecormmaearrs and
investments of the given group. Manufacturers, for example, trumpet market demdand a
‘bottom line’ savings — a two pronged sales pitch designed to seduce supermariset chai
and retailers. Similarly, managers largely confined their discussiaeifafreckouts to
those areas in which they themselves are most focally concerned: séiganthe
staffing. And, as one might expect, the labor union and workers cited reasons involving
employment and labor costs, underscoring their economic stake and interest in
employment. In short, each group, to some extent, offered reasons for the adoption of
self-checkouts that reflected its own relative economic position and interests

Thirdly, the reasons offered by each group tended to conflict with those dfi¢he ot
groups, and in some cases, called into question the very veracity of such claims. For
example, while the manufacturers of self-checkouts cited research imgliaatrong
market demand from customers for self-checkouts in retail stores, numereus stor
managers described how self-checkouts were introduced in several s&pis of
customers, and in some cases, removed due to negative customer response. Likewise,
while managers and manufacturers downplayed or outright rejected the notion of self
checkouts reducing the number of jobs or labor needed, the union and at least one cashier
cited the loss of jobs and working hours as a likely result, if not a driving impetus. Even

within the group of managers interviewed, there was considerable disagreement as to
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whether self-checkouts were being adopted to cut labor costs. Some managess, such a
Sam and Rick, emphasized externalities such as the labor market and underemploy
while others such as Peter described the reduction of payroll costs as a dadtanglh

short, there was not just a plurality of reasons offered by the groups examined, but a
plurality of conflicting and competing views — what symbolic interactionistslav
characterize as a struggle to ‘define the situation’ (McHugh 1968).

Recent research by Alecia Cast (2003) bears discussion on this issue20@3J’s (
research on power and the ability to define the situation finds that the persoryor part
with greater power tends to be more successful in defining the situationpéctrésthe
adoption of self-checkouts, this would imply that whichever group or coalition is more
powerful may be able to successfully ‘define the situation’ — in this caseaken for
the adoption of self-checkouts — and establish a degree of legitimacy that supersedes
other claims. | revisit this issue in the concluding chapter when addressiguttecof
self-checkouts and their role in retail businesses.

Ultimately, | would argue, the decision to develop and adopt self-checkouts lay with
the manufacturers who designed and developed them and the stores which purchased and
implemented them. True, customers’ perceptions and attitudes may have plalgeith a r
the development and adoption of this new technology, but they neither created them nor
placed them into actual stores. In this respect, self-checkouts were whollgkimng rof
the manufacturers and supermarket chains such as SuperFood.

Indeed, the findings of this research indicate that in several casesiesdiouts were
adopted nobecause ofustomers bun spiteof customers. Far from the customer

demand and expectation described in IBM and NCR'’s sales brochures, managers gav
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anecdotal accounts of customer hostility and resistance to the additionafesskbuts.
Moreover, the language used underscored the degree to which the adoption of self-
checkouts was a manufactured effort more closely resembling a selesmit
advertisement than a capitulation to customer demand. Customers were described as
“buying into” or having “bought into” the concept of self-checkout, implying thatis

something sold to customers.
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Chapter 5: The Effect of Self-Checkouts on Work Engployment

“Don't automate, obliteraté
- Michael Hammer, co-author &eengineering the Corporatiqh993)
and proponent of business process reengineering.

“But lo! Men have become the tools of their tdols
- Henry David Thoreau/Valden(1854).

Introduction

In the previous chapteMfhy Adopt Self-Checkouts? exploredwhy supermarkets
are adopting self-checkouts, examining the claims and reasons offerdfidheskout
manufacturers, retailers, store managers, checkout staff and customechapiter
examinesow self-checkouts affect labor and employment in supermarkets and evaluates
debated allegations concerning their economic effects on work.

As the previous chapter indicates, there is considerable debate as to why rkgperma
and other retailers are adopting self-checkouts. A similar degree of cansy®urrounds
the alleged economic effects of self-checkouts. Indeed, perhaps the most hadyg deba
issue concerning self-checkouts centers on how they will affect jobs andyemeplan
the supermarket industry.

This question also reflects a much larger debate within the social sciegaesing
the relationship between technology and work. As Autor, et al. (2003) note, sociologists
and economists characteristically tend to offer different views on the role awd us
technology in the workplace.

Sociologists tend to point out that historically, technology has been used to displace, if
not replace, human labor, and typically focus on negative consequences assothated wi

the use of technology such as worker ‘alienation’ (Erikson 1986; Mottaz 1981; Shepard
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1977; Blauner 1964), ‘deskilling’ (Rogers 1999; Burris 1998; Diprete 1988; Attewell
1987; Penn and Scattergood 1985; Wood 1982; Braverman [1974] 1998), and ‘control’
(Kraft 1999; Sewell 1998; Edwards 1979).

Economists, on the other hand, tend to characterize technology as a positive and
productive force in economic life, noting that advances in technology increase economi
growth, labor productivity, and efficiency (Stiroh 2002; van Ark, Kuipers, and Kuper,
2000). Moreover, economists note that adopting new technology does not necessarily
result in deskilling (Autor, et al. 2003; Hunter, et al. 2001) nor increased unemployment
(Goldberg, et al.1998; Christie, et al. 1990; Jaffe and Froomkin 1968). In short, when it
comes to assessing the effects of technology in the workplace, sociolegiste focus
on the potentially negative impacts (e.g., ‘deskilling’), while economistsaipi
emphasize its more positive aspects (e.g., ‘upskilling’).

Although this portrayal of disciplinary differences regarding the eftécechnology
on work may be somewhat of an overgeneralization, it helps to simplify and frarhe wha
is essentially a still much-contested issue within academic reseakgltdoes technology
affect work and employméhMoreover, it locates the present concern with self-
checkouts within a larger body of research concerning the relationship between
technology, work, and employment. Put simply, by examining how self-checkouds affe
work and employment in the supermarket industry, we stand to gain some insight

regarding their economic effects on work and employment in other industries.
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Key Questions

The adoption and expansion of self-checkouts within the retail industry, and the
grocery and supermarket industry in particular, provides fertile groundwisitmg this
ongoing debate regarding the effects of technology in the workplace. Below, $saddre
three key questions rooted in both the academic literature as well as theqaliat m
concerning the relationship between self-checkouts and employment.

The first question centers on the issuernoploymen{ Redeployment or
Unemployment), addressing whether self-checkouts affect employment patterns and
levels in grocery stores and supermarkets. Do self-checkouts elimingd_jessarch on
technology and automation suggests that there are limits to which one can fulatim
the need for and dependence upon labor (Hirschhorn 1997; Shaiken et al. 1997), yet
scholars note that forms of technology such as machinery, computers, and robotics have
in fact displaced or eliminated the need for certain types of labor (Rifkin 20020B0;
Aronowitz and DiFazio 1994; Hartmann, Kraut, and Tilly 1986; Hacker 1979 Bureau of
Labor Statistics 1977). Therefore, there is some uncertainty as to howeekbats may
affect stores’ need for labor and to what extent self-checkouts may agtonthsplace
labor.

A second question concerns the issuskilf ( Reskilling or Deskilling® and the
degree to which self-checkouts may be contributing to deskilling, reskilling, and/or
technology-based skill bias. ‘Deskilling’ generally involves the eliminatioeduction
of skilled labor either through the technology or social organization, fragmentikg wo
into tasks that can be performed by semi-skilled or non-skilled workers, a pitoaess

critics claim is driven by businesses’ desires to reduce labor costaptes include the
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use of machinery in automobile production (Rubenstein 2001), temporary workers in
clerical work (Rogers 1999), and the use of technology in the insurance industry
(Appelbaum). In contrast, ‘reskilling’ — also referred to as ‘upskilling’ &ill's
upgrading’ — describes a process in which the introduction of new technology or work
practices results in a net increase or acquisition of new skills. Occupgorg @ middle
ground between these two conflicting views is the ‘mixed effects position’, imwhic
technology eliminates or erodes the need for certain skills while sicgethe need for
others. The use of high-tech machinery, for example, may eliminate theoneedt&in
low-skilled work, while simultaneously requiring new skills to operate and aiaiatich
equipment (Milkman and Pullman 1991). ‘Skill bias’ — often described in terms of a ‘job-
skills mismatch’ in sociology (Morris and Western 1999) — is a term frequermitiylys
economists to describe how technological changes in the workplace resgitater
demand for white-collar or high-skilled labor relative to low-skilled and/ee-gbllar or
manual labor. A critical question, therefore, is how the introduction of self-checkouts
affects stores’ needs for labor and the types of skills required. Do self-checkoetse
demands for more skilled employees (i.e., skill bias) or erode them (i.e., deykitog
do they shape the skills required by stores?

A third question concerns the extent to which self-checkouts are being used to erode
job qualityand facilitateworkplace restructuring' Downward Restructuring of Work?
As noted in the previous chapter, organized labor groups (e.g., AFL-CIO, UF@&g#8 al
that self-checkouts are being used to facilitate a transition towards arpavtdrkforce
in order to reduce labor-related costs such as health care, benefits, and pensions.

Accordingly, there is a question as to how the adoption of self-checkouts has coincided or
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contributed to a reduction in full-time workers and their associated benefieniRe
research on the service industry indicates that businesses such as hospitaldsand hote
have undergone significant restructuring in order to cut costs and confront risithg heal
care costs (Appelbaum, Bernhardt, and Murmane 2003). With the supermarket industry
also facing rising labor-related costs, are self-checkouts being useddbaesimilar
restructuring? Similarly, has the adoption of self-checkouts coincided vettuation in
working hours of cashiers or a shift in the distribution of full and part-time ca8hierd
how has their introduction coincided with the receipt of health care by employees?
Below, | address these three key questions regarding the effects ties&iiuts
using what is best described as a ‘multi-method’ or ‘mixed methods’ approach, drawing
upon employment statistics as well as published documents, interview és)samd
non-participant observation. When possible, | have included interview excerpts to

highlight dominant themes, as well as tables and figures to illustrat@ng¢ltrends.

The Employment Paradox

If self-checkouts are in fact being used to replace or reduce the number of checkout
staff, one would expect to observe a significant decrease in employment in the
supermarket industry. At the national level, employment statistics indictéhere was
indeed a drop in employment in grocery stores and supermarkets that roughly coincided
with the introduction of self-checkouts throughout much of the industry (See Figure 1)
This would, at first glance, appear to provide some support to the claim that self-

checkouts adversely affect employment in grocery stores and supesnarke
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However, while there were significant declines in employment in the period 2000-
2004, these could be attributed to the impact of a national economic recession — spurred
by the ‘dot com’ collapse in 2001 — that occurred in the early years of the millennium
and appears similar to the downturn in employment in 1991 and"199ating similar
drops in employment in the years 1991-1992 and 2000-2004, one could argue that it was
not the introduction of self-checkouts that caused the decrease but rather an economic
recession and an associated decrease in the need for labor in the industry.

Furthermore, if self-checkouts were being used to reduce the need for laborl why di
employment in the industipcreasesince 20057 If self-checkouts were being used to cut
labor costs, one would expect to see a persistent downward, rather than upward, trend in
supermarkets’ employment. This is simply not the case. In fact, when cmirtpahe
retail industry as a whole, employment in supermarkets and grocerylsigrbeen
relatively flat and stable (see Figure 2)

Moving from national to state-level employment, one can see that employntieat i
supermarket industry appears to be steadily increasing, rather than aegreather
casting doubt on the notion that self-checkouts coincide with decreasing empl¢segent
Figure 3). The adoption of self-checkouts by local chains such as SuperFpbdddn
not coincide with an observable decrease in employment at the state level. Altinenegh t
are some observable periods of decreasing employment — note the years 1990-1993 and
2001-2002 — these, too, correspond to periods of national economic recession.

Another observation concerns labor costs. In the previous chapter, | noted that a
majority of the customers | interviewed believed self-checkouts weng b@roduced to

cut costs. When | asked customers to specify which costs were being cut tetbst ci

10 Henderson, Nell. 2004. "Economists Say Recessiane®l in 2000"Washington Postlanuary 22.
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labor. This was echoed in the public by workers and organized labor and was even
highlighted as a key selling point by self-checkout manufacturers themselves

Yet, employment statistics indicate that labor costs in the supermarketyndus
continue to rise. Despite the introduction of self-checkouts into grocery states a
supermarkets, unit labor costs have continued to rise (see Figdte™)paraphrase
Nobel-prize winning economist Robert Solow, the savings in labor costs assediite
self-checkouts appear to be everywhere except in the stattstics.

In sum, employment statistics provide little evidence to support the claistdahes
are using self-checkouts to reduce or eliminate employment. In fact,gpegrao
indicate the opposite; supermarkets, and the retail sector more genepaby; tpbe
experiencing a relativgrowthin employment and employment associated costs. This is
perhaps noteworthy in itself, but in this case it casts a considerable dedoedblipon
the notion that self-checkouts are adversely affecting employment in thenswloet
industry.

Yetwhy self-checkouts are not adversely affecting employment, however, is
something that cannot be gleaned directly from such statistics. Thisns guraditative
data — interviews, nonparticipant observation, and the use of secondary data s@urces — i
most useful in addressing why such an effect has not occurred. Interviews véth stor
managers, as well as statements from industry experts and analiesdbihat there are
several factors which collectively influence how self-checkouts are usedaytach in

turn, limit their impact on employment levels. These factors include chiwmaver and

Lynit labor costs’ are calculated by dividing hiyuabor costs per hour by productivity or real muit
12 Referred to as the “productivity paradox” by ecmists, Solow (1987) noted, "You can see the
computer age everywhere but in the productivityistias,” highlighting a discrepancy between invesit
in computer and information technology and econognisvth and productivity. For more details see
Solow, Robert. 1987. “We Had Better Watch Olew York Review of Bogkhuly 12.
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labor shortages, concerns regarding theft and loss, bureaucratic controtenaraie,

and perhaps most importantly, specific labor contract provisions regarding the use of
technology in the workplace. Below, | address each of these factors, highlighting how
they influence the use of self-checkouts and their effect upon employment in

supermarkets.

‘Now Hiring’: Chronic Turnover & Labor Shortages

First, managers claimed stores were looking to add rather than subtract labor and
claimed to be in a near constant state of hiring due to a high degree of turnovennFar fr
replacing or eliminating employees, managers struggled to cope withctuomver
and keeping staff positions filled. This difficulty in retaining staff, marafgt, was
compounded by competitors in the low-wage labor market such as Wal-Mart and

McDonald’s, who could offer higher wages or benefits such as free meals:

Peter (store managert's easy to hire somebody. It's just retentiors # little difficult

nowadays. More so than what it used to be. And aflthat is the startin’ wage. Our union
contract is basically six-sixty [$6.60] an hour. i8® tough to get somebody on board for six-sixty
an hour when they can go to Burger King, McDonaddag] make nine, ten dollars an hour. And

get a free meal out of it.

Barry (store manager): The incentive to stay iscuite as strong as it used to be. Some of your
ten, fifteen, twenty year staffers here- the inc@nto stay back then was the salary and benefits —
which they still have — but today, when they neigd/ears to get benefits, $6.60 an hour, I'm
hiring kids. | can hire a sixteen year old cashiard they're here- We used to track turnover

numbers pretty closely but not anymore. I'd sety fiercent of people with less than five years
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experience going. So it's a constant hiring proc€smstantly pulling applications out of our job

enrollment system, interviewing, hiring.

Competing for low-wage workers with retailers and fast food restaurants, msanage
claimed they were struggling to fill a variety positions that went unfilled ks,

sometimes months:

Author: [H]ave you had any problems recently itirfgj positions?

Rick (store manager): Oh yeah, it's tough. All @ohleck, we have a list. We just had a job fair
yesterday. My customer service manager arrangelagfiself here and had it and she hired like

fifteen people.

Author: Are they particular positions or just alles?

Rick: Cashiers and the service departments arertes we try to fill first. Service deli, service

bakery, cashiers, seafood. They seem to be thééstg

Author: So is this jobs thing a red herring?

Rick: It hasn't eliminated anything. | mean, | daspeak for other stores if they try to save that
way. But | certainly don't. | can’t afford to ‘ca@i$ need all the people | can get. | would litgrall

hire twenty cashiers tomorrow if | could.

Incredulous as this may sound, Rick responded by explaining that he needed more
personnel to cope with the scheduling demands of his staff, many of whom were high

school students:
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Rick: [It's] for flexibility reasons, giving peopltheir requests. And around here you get a lot of
young kids. They want football games off, they waances off, they want track and field off. So,

we try to work with them as much as we can. [Welaais tell them their school’s first.

Later, when interviewing Rachel, | mentioned the job fair and the numerous openings
in an attempt to understand why the store was looking to fill what appeared to me to be a

rather large number of openings:

Author: So, the recent job fair you guys had -eitreds like you had tons and tons of interviews?

Rachel: | think | had twenty one interviews yestsrd

Author: What positions is this store [looking] for?

Rachel: | had thirty available. Six of ‘em were phacy techs. And | think eight to ten were

cashiers. And there’s seafood, produce, flower shaker, bakery, bake-off- All of ‘em.

Author: Has turnover been a real problem at thee8td mean, | get the sense that's a problem

with every store.
Rachel: Yeah. Well, actually, I'm getting readysind in a proposal to have the wage increased
here. Since the union wage starts out at $6.6@andnd it's difficult with the mall. We've lost a

lot of people — high school kids — to the mall.

Author: That's what Rick said. They make that cldtan of ‘I can make this at the mall or | can

make this here’.
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Rachel: Right. | think when | started SuperFoathjrik, um... ‘Cause | started when | was in
college. So I think | started out making more motten what we’re hiring at. And that was

fifteen years ago [laughs].

Struggling to compete with the starting wages offered by the local miadither
retailers, Rick and Rachel found it difficult to hire and retain staff — a probhezartl
from most of the other managers | spoke with. Indeed, one of the major problems
managers faced was staffing — finding people who were willing to workl&divedy
low-wages and, after perhaps eighteen months, health care cotérage.

Part of the reason appears to be the relatively low starting wages. l#e3 Raoted
out, the increases in wages haven’t kept pace with increases in the cost of livimggmea
that for long-term employees such as herself, wages actually appewe tgroan very
little. When Rachel began working for SuperFood fifteen years ago, thalfedaimum
wage was $4.25; although it has since increased to $6.60, when adjusted for inflation, it is
more or less the same in terms of buying paW&Fherefore, even though starting wages
have increased since she first began working for SuperFood, the actual ipgrebhse
of the wages has stagnat€dCompounding this problem is the fact that supermarkets

such as SuperFood are competing for low-wage workers against retail stores such a

113 | abor contract provisions state that new employggesnly eligible for employer-based health-care
coverage after a specific time period, which rarfges twelve to thirty months, depending upon work
status (i.e., full vs. part-time) and classificatio

114 The federal minimum wage in 1992 was $4.25; 82008, it is set at $6.60. Adjustments for inflation
were calculated using the Bureau of Labor Stasis{BBLS) CPI Inflation Calculator, available onlia¢
http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl.

5 This is not unique to the supermarket industrywvages have stagnated across various industries sin
the 1970’'s. For more on the stagnation of wagesps#9-54 in Levy 1998 and p.109-190 in Mishel,
Lawrence, Jared Bernstein, and Sylvia Allegrett@®&®The State of Working America, 2006/208&w
York: ILR/Cornell University Press.
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Target and WalMart that can offer higher wages. Moreover, under the new labor
agreement, part-time employees only become eligible for employer-heskil
insurance coverage after a minimum period of eighteen months.

Demographics play a role as well. According to the Bureau of Labor Ssatstjb
turnover and short job tenure are endemic to the supermarket indatnys is due, in
part, to the age distribution of the industry’s workforce; in 2006, roughly a third of all
jobs in grocery stores were held by workers in the 16-24 age {rofip.a result,
managers such as Rick frequently find themselves having to balance youngsfeesiplo
academic and extracurricular activities with store scheduling needs.

The end result is an industry plagued by relatively high turnover and short job tenure,
making staffing a persistent problem for store managers. This may explamaviagers
such as Rick find it hard to believe that self-checkouts are eliminating \Mesafe
[currently] facing tighter labor markets with [fewer] cashiers adé to cover stores
hours,” said Doug Miller, director of store systems for Food Lion fc.

Rather than pushing cashiers out of the way, manufacturers such as NCR &rgue tha
self-checkouts are being driven, at least in part, by labor shoftagesording to Greg
Buzek, president of retail consulting firm IHL, self-checkouts are unfaiitigized for

performing jobs that otherwise go unfilled:

“Self checkout has typically gotten a bad rap. Rebple looked at it and said, 'Oh they're just

trying to cut jobs with self checkout." Actuallysifjuite the opposite and evidence of that is when

116y.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2008. “Grocenyr&s.” Career Guide to Industries, 2008-2009
Edition.
" |bid.
iz NCR Corporation, “Reality Check on Self-Checkout.”
Ibid.
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is the last time you went into a supermarket andah16 lanes setup and ready to take

customers? They're simply aren't enough peoplaki those jobs'*

In other words, self-checkouts are not pushing people out of jobs but filling in gaps and
shortfalls in staffing.

Managers who oversaw staffing and scheduling also claimed they had not observed
any changes in employment patterns following the addition of self-checkoansgers
familiar with scheduling such as Rachel and Carl noted that stadfne¢s|had remained
more or less unchanged since self-checkouts were introduced, implying thégién&al |

no appreciable effect on employment patterns:

Author: One of the other things I've been lookingsathis whole jobs issue. And when self-scans
first came out — in places like Home Depot, pldidesthe supermarket — everyone said, ‘This is

gonna’ take away people’s jobs, this is gonna’lagk on hours-

Rachel (Customer Service Manager): We heard thatwhen they first came to SuperFood. |
was running the front end when they first came ¢ntGry Village. And | used the same amount of

hours that were scheduled or even more.

As | found from managers, there simply wasn’t proof that self-checkouts were
adversely affecting employment. If self-checkouts were getting fjiabsf they argued,
why are we continuing to hire new workers? Moreover, managers who oversaw

scheduling and staffing on the front end claimed the number of hours had remained

120 Marketplace 2006. “Surprises in the self-checkout langrherican Public MediaSeptember 27.
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relatively stable since self-checkouts were introduced, implying that kiael been no
significant changes to employment.

Instead, managers viewed the concern over jobs as being more based in rumor than
fact, attributing the source of such rumors to the cashiers, the labor union, and a

generalized aversion to change in the workplace:

Author: And did this- this misperception came frthme customers themselves?

Rachel: Yes. And I'm sure maybe some of the emm@sy¥ou know, change is like burning

books sometimes.

Rick (store manager): | think when it first came there was a lot of worry — like | said earlier —
that jobs were going to be cut. Shop stewards dprgdahe whatever you want to call it,
paraphernalia or paperwork or whatever, sayin’ gfgsgonna’ be eliminated. But that’s, | mean
that’s just not the case. That hasn’'t happenedyisitnation with my two stores that have had it,
‘cause, like | say, | could hire everyday for thextithree weeks and not have enough people. |
don’t know what other stores do, but | haven't sedappen at SuperFood. And | know it was a
fear. But haven’t seen it happen here in my stamd,| haven't heard about it at other SuperFoods,
| don’t know whether you have. But there was dédiyia fear with the local 400 people. But

that's everything too. Every time you mention arge, it's always ‘is it gonna’ eliminate jobs?’,

so | guess that’s always a fear in people’s minds.

‘Walking Off With the Store’: Shrink, Theft, and Walkoffs
A second key factor concerns theft, or what is popularly referred to withimdingtny
as ‘shrink’. Although most self-checkout lanes have some element of theft-poavent

technology integrated within the product, they still require a degree of dxterna
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monitoring in order to deter and minimize theft. Therefore, even if self-checkouts
eliminate or displace the need for certain types of labor (e.g., scarenmg),ithey still
require other forms of labor (e.g., monitoring, maintenance) to ensure thateheyt ar
manipulated or abused by customers.

As Carl points out in the excerpt below, despite existing security featufes, se
checkouts have certain ‘holes’ or gaps in their ability to detect and idensifisenand

theft, underscoring the continued need for staffing:

Carl: The machine’s not able to identify exactlyawlou’'re purchasing. You could have a
customer put five pounds of shrimp on there andyltet as bananas. You know, all you gotta’ do
is key in the code for bananas, and it's gonnasdagenty-nine cents a pound opposed to ten
ninety-nine a pound. And that's why you want togke@e person operating four machines to sort
of deter that sort of thing from happening. Yoli#lve people that'll just move things around the
machine itself. Won't even scan it. One way thatdarks good is it identifies a lot of items by
weight, and so, for instance, a soda, you buy a sod you take a drink out of it and scan it and
put it on the belt, it'll reject it. It'll send iback because the weight is now different. Sogelich
some items like that. But there’s a lot of dishdpegth the self-scan....For instance, you buy a
hundred pound box of crab legs, or let’s say, vidhdt thirty pound box? So a thirty pound box of
crab legs, that, on sale for five dollars — youakking about a hundred and fifty dollars. Welleth
machines up front aren't able to take anythingofegr ninety-nine dollars. So, what the seafood
department has to do is break this up into probfthly or five tickets, so you’ll have four tickets
at twenty five dollars each. Well, the customed wdme up with this box of crab legs, with four
tickets on it for twenty five dollars, and if yoe'not watching most likely they’ll scan only one
ticket for twenty five dollars and send it down tigt. So you just lost seventy five dollars. So
what you've gotta’ do in cases like that, you gattake sure the seafood department — anytime
you get a large order, let us know what it is socae either escort it to the register or catch them

up front to make sure that it's rung up properly.
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Author: That is incredible.

Carl: There’s a lot of ways of beating the syst&here’s a lot of holes. For instance, if you take a
salad bar and you have salad — what’s salad, 3p@®@iad? [It's] about 3.99 a pound, and it has to
be weighed, and then you take the hot foods bartbeee where it's 5.99 a pound, well what a lot
of people will do is take a hot foods product antlipon and weigh as a salad bar. So they're
saving a couple bucks a pound. And there’s no viagemtifying or catching them unless
someone’s standing there watching it. So what #reyworking on doing is on the different
containers in the service deli, they wanna’ putRCUabel on the bottom of the containers that as
soon as you hit the scale it will identify it abat food item, and then it'll just automatically

weigh it. Or a salad bar they’re gonna’ put a URKEIl on salad bar containers so that you can't
beat that. So, they're working on different thirgthey're still trying to perfect it — but it's got

some holes in it.

Another example of theft involves ‘walkoffs’, or people who scan and bag their

groceries but then leave without paying.

Peter: [Y]ou have what we call ‘walkoffs’. Wheretlifat one person is not on top of it a hundred
percent of the time, somebody can easily just wéikvithout paying it. And that's where you end

up with shrink and you lose your sales, you loser yimllars.

Carl: [Y]ou get a lot of ‘walkoffs’, people that ivivalk off. You're busy or someone’s tied up
with something else — they'll finish the transantibe bagged up, throw everything in the cart and
walk out, and then the bell will ding a couple e€snds later that the transaction hasn’t been

finished. In the meantime, they're going — the\dte the door.

109



Barry: We have walkoffs. They'll ring everything un it through the machine, bag it up and
walk out. That's why one of the functions of theysation cashier is to monitor the self-
checkouts... But we have walkoffs. Some of them ateadly walking off with the groceries.
Some of them are walkoffs ‘cause they get frustrétethe technology and they just walk out and

leave the food behind. And some of them are jsiatiest.

Walkoffs are a social category which includes not only shoppers who willfuslysai
self-checkouts, but also customers who absentmindedly forget to scan items placed

beneath the shopping cart, inadvertently departing the store with unpaid goods.

Barry: [T]hey could enter a wrong code or I've s@eople try to sneak through with stuff on the
bottom of their cart. Again, sometimes it's legitfé It's not- That's the same thing when you go
through a human cashier and you know that useé tank of our rules. ‘B-O-B’ is what we used
to say to our cashiers and that means ‘bottom sifdth Same as anything, it's as honest as the
people dealing with it. You see people trying to ymu. But you also see people trying to switch
meat labels, change packaging throughout the stor¢’s nothing new. Thetft in this industry —
the shrink and the theft — is ridiculously highrtRa it's in the store, part of it's out. Custorser
Yeah, it's a challenge, it's a challenge watchingttthat part of it. That's why we try to keep it
manned a hundred percent of the time. They'll Bedeing watched and they’ll get fidgety and
back off, do the right thing usually. But therelways the few dishonest ones... It's a lot of the

honor system going through there.

In place of the ‘honor system’, self-checkout manufacturers such asiédd ghat
businesses using their product follow ‘best practices’ to prevent theft and'ldbese

best practices, as described by IBM, include staffing self-checkoutdanesll as the

1211BM, “Shrink and self checkout: trends, technol@md tips,”, p.5.
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use of close-circuit television monitoring, each of which requires the use obaddliti
labor.

Yet, theft through self-checkout continues to be a relatively common — and arguably
costly — occurrencE? Regrettably, | was unable to obtain company records or data to
calculate a precise amount of loss attributed to transactions occurring invag\fing
checkouts. However, several managers indicated to me that there was a ¢jefdogea
— intentional and otherwise — occurring through self-checkouts. “There’s a lot of theft on
the self-scans,” Rachel informed me, “A huge amount”. Similarly, wherddske much
merchandise the store lost through the self-checkout lanes, Carl repdid’thsay we
lost a lot”.

A cursory search on the Internet provides countless cases of shoplifting ifising se
checkouts in addition to numerous postings and articles related to theft using self-
checkouts, suggesting that shoplifting and theft using self-checkouts is indeed quite
common. One of the more spectacular cases of theft | uncovered in my resealresi
a woman who reportedly stole more that ten thousand dollars worth of merchandise using
the self-checkout lanes at Wal-M&ft.Other examples include a man who attempted to
purchase 42-inch Sanyo Plasma TV after switching the original pricé 884 with
one for only $4.88 and a woman who was banned from Wal-Matrt for life after bagging
more than $300 worth of stole merchandise in a self-checkouttdneamples such as
these highlight stores’ continued reliance upon human labor, albeit if only to monitor and

deter theft, ensuring customers do not ‘walk off’ with the store.

122 Eor more details and statistics on theft, see-p5

123 McWhirter, Sheri. 2007. “Woman accused of retailifl.” Traverse City Record Eagléanuary 6.
124 nssociated Press. 2007. “Man Pays $4.88 for Plag&vhat Wal-Mart.” June 290rlando News2007.
“Woman Banned For Life From Wal-Mart.” July 25.
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‘The Personal Touch’: Customer Service and Satisfaction

Although they may occasionally — perhaps inadvertently — walk off with unpaid
merchandise, customers also limit the extent to which self-checkouts casde us
replace labor in a second manner, namely customer service and satisfaclikmfifsWa
and other shoppers frustrated or unwilling to use self-checkouts may simply opt to shop
at another store. Indeed, as Nardelli learned at Home Depot, repladirgycasth self-
checkouts may save labor costs but at the price of perceived customer &edvice
satisfaction. Therefore, stores and managers that use self-checkepiade or reduce
staff run the risk of losing loyal shoppers who prefer the traditional human-operated

cashier checkout lane and the ‘personal touch’ of human service:

Barry (store manager): [P]eople are fairly loyatheir grocery store. Nowadays you might have

two or three favorite grocery stores because yathery picking the ads, whichever you want to
do. But I've found here — every store I've beer-iypou have a very loyal, committed base. And if
you have a veteran staff, they know those peopletlagy care about them. That's where some of

the motivation is [to shop at this store].

Carl (store manager): [T]hey want the personaltiptitey don’t want a machine taking care of

their business.

Robert (assistant manager): They get to know thstioener, that cashier. You know there’s that-
A self-checkout person’s not gonna’ recognize “KByis, how're you doin’?” It doesn’t have

that personal touch. And I think that's what mad@&Food successful.
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Indeed, managers such as Sam were well aware of the risks assodiat
substituting staff with self-checkouts and how their use may impact customers’

perceptions of customer service:

Author: So even if a store hypothetically wantedhawve lots of self-checkouts, reduce employees,

it would really be counterproductive because—

Sam: I'll take it a step further. | think if any mpany — whether it's SuperFood, Safeway, or
Whole Foods - took the approach of eliminating Eash We are only as good as our employees
dealing with the customers. As a customer comitg imy store, how many different employees
do you encounter? And it only takes one, maybe bad, experiences for that customer to be
turned off to that store. We'd be shooting oursglivethe foot if we don't offer more cashiers than

self-checkouts to give them a choice.

This has not gone unnoticed by those in the retail industry, which has taken an active
role in examining the effect of self-checkouts on customer service. Citirgp ataly of
SUPERVALU/Albertsons supermarkets’ adoption of self-checkouts, 4 treté journal
noted that customer complaints dropped after stores began to place trainddsstaff a
checkout terminals to assist customé&$he message was clear: staff self-checkouts to
help customers or risk driving them into the welcoming arms of your competttsralt
about the customer experience and to ensure the customer has a good one,” said Vicki
Van Alstine, manager of self-checkout and mobile shopping for SUPERVALU/
Albertsons-*® “Retailers improve their odds of success with self-checkout when they

train attendants properly and staff the self-checkout areas approptisastyKathy

15 \Wollenhaupt, Gary. 2007. “Personnel MatteelfserviceworldJuly.
126 ||;
Ibid.
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Dawidowicz, product marketing manager for NCR’s FastLane products, “If a shuggper

a problem and nobody pays attention, then that shopper has a bad self-service experience
But if the shopper has a positive experience, the likelihood of trying the technolagy aga
improves greatly*?’

In the previous chapter, | described two ways in which managers addressed public
concerns regarding the quality of customer service. One method — highligHsaaney
involved presenting self-checkouts to customers as an ‘option’, while a second method —
described by Barry — involved aggressively staffing the self-checkow ilammeder to
dispel fears that the machines would replace staff.

A third method of ensuring customer service came from the corporate level, which
actively imposed limits on the number of customers they wanted going throtigh sel
checkouts in their stores. As a result, stores were limited in using seKechg not only
externally — by customers and their willingness to use the technology —dut als
internally, by bureaucratic rules limiting their use. As the managgiaieed to me, each

store had a specific threshold or limit for the percentage of sales the cowgatey

going through self-checkouts.

Rick: [A] red flag will go up if you have too muaif a percent using self-checkout in your store.

Actually, they send out an email with a chart ofiypercentages.

Author: Is it fixed at seventeen percent or doesiy store to store?

Rick: It varies. Thirty would be the max | belietlat they want — not want, would want to see, |

would say. Some stores have anywhere from | gliess) the] charts I've seen... you say

27 |bid.
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seventeen - | don't know if you seen that numbef someone told you that — | guess I've seen
anywhere from twenty to thirty percent. And if gtg above thirty — like | say, it's a red flag and

they say that’s too much, you don’'t have enoughieas open along with self-checkout.

Author: And that’s to maintain quality of custonsarvice?

Rick: Exactly.

In part, this was done to ensure that stores were adequately staffed. Hosv€ael, a
points out, it was also done to maintain a degree of personal service and fame-to-fa

interaction that companies view as integral to providing quality customeceervi

Carl: “They're trying to keep the percentage dowouad seventeen, eighteen percent. Going
through there [i.e., self-checkout lanes]. They'dmant any more than seventeen percent of your
business really going through the self-scans. Batimpany itself doesn’t want to use them more
than that. | mean, that tells you there they atilht customers taken care of, they still want the
staffers to be able to, you know, have personalnsonication. So, if you start using more than
seventeen percent, that's a sign that someone'staifing enough hours on the front end. And

they will address that.”

As Carl notes, some customers still want and expect to be served by human beings in
face-to-face interactions. Part of the perceived ‘quality’ of th@serpart of the reason
for shopping at that store rather than another, is not the price but the persondianterac
with another person. In some cases, such as Barry’s, customers may over tioe @eve
rapport with specific employees, establishing a motivation for returning orcpudrs

visits. Others may simply prefer a human interaction over one that is compulietede
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Therefore, even if stores could conceivably replace staff with maghimegshesitate to
do so and as noted above, invoke formal rules and processes to limit their use in order to

continue to provide customers with human service

‘Dealing With Jams’: Troubleshooting and Maintenance

Yet another reason why self-checkouts may not be adversely affenftmyment is
that they appear to be unable to operate effectively independent of human staff. As
managers and cashiers explained to me, self-checkouts are susceptiaadty af
issues and problems requiring human intervention. Paper for printed receipts has to be
replenished, items that fail to scan have to be manually entered, unwanted purebdses n
to be voided, and items need to be bagged to prevent the belt from stopping — any of

which can bring the transaction to a complete stop:

Author: Why do you need to staff the self-checkanes?

Barry: [For] dealing with customer issues, dealwith jams, dealing with things the customer
[does] [T]he machine will stop at certain points éertain reasons. If they have too much on the
belt, at the end of the thing where they'll bayl gtop. And all you gotta’ do is clear the area an

it start scanning. It'll start working again. Yoae items that might not scan that are called ‘not-
on-files’, or NOF’s, and you can get them enterethere so that it learns the item. You would do
that. There’s other reasons why the machine vafp,sand you'd wave your card at it and fix
whatever it is. Void items off — maybe they chantear mind, they don’t want something so
you'd go over with your card and you pull up thetteen, void that item out, take it out of that

assisted note and away the customer goes on, geemson.

116



Therefore, stores assign staff to the self-checkout lanes not only to monitarsthand
put forward a friendly face but also to assist customers and troubleshoot when problems
arise.

And problems do in fact arise. A 2006 study by retail analysts IHL found that
customers needed assistance one out of every three times they used kelftchec
lanest?® My research findings, however, suggest the rate may be much higher.

To examine how often staff were needed to intervene or assist customers fising sel
checkouts, | positioned myself at the end of the checkout lanes to observe how fyequent
staff intervened in customer transactions or were asked for assistanmsires, | kept
a running tally, noting how many customers had gone through the self-checkout lanes and
how many encountered problems or required assistance. For example, during a late
afternoon period of approximately one hour, | observed seventeen custometitragsac
using the self-checkout lanes. Of the seventeen, nine — or approximately halfredrequi
assistance. While my observations were perhaps neither representatiystemasc,
they did indicate that many — if not most — customers required some sort Gfreessist
using the self-checkout lanes.

On other occasions, | followed around staff members assigned to the sktfuthec
lanes in order to observe the sorts of problems and issues they faced. At Cerdagesy Vill
| met Sarah, who worked part-time at the store both as a cashier and ass&bngers
as a customer service clerk. On that particular day, she was assigned liediheckeut

lanes to help assist customers and troubleshoot problems. During the time | spent

following Sarah, she had to assist nearly every single customer whowargtt the

128 gheldon, Jerry and Greg Buzek. 200806 North American Self-Checkout Systditk Consulting
Group.
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self-checkout; one particular customer required assistance on three sepeaiaiens.

“There still has to be someone with a brain,” she explained as she bagged up customers
groceries, “The end here gets full so someone has to empty it". Stnahted that she
needed to help ninety percent of the customers using self-checkouts.

At Travelers’ Gate, | met Henry, who also helps customers in the sekechdanes.
Unlike Sarah, who laughed as she moved from machine to machine helping customers,
Henry was so busy helping customers in the self-checkout lanes that we neageda
to complete our initial interview. Like Charlie Chaplin trying to keep up with the
assembly line in ‘Modern Times’, Henry struggled to keep up with the pace of custome
who required assistance. | later spoke with one of his co-workers, Ismail dusreak,
as we sat on the bench at the end of the checkout lanes. | described what | hathseen wi
Henry and asked him if it was uncommon or unusual based on his own experience. He
replied that it was not unusual at all. “[I have to help] almost every persomgil told
me, “About eight times out of ten.”

Admittedly, these examples are anecdotal at best and are hardlymgtnesef the
experiences of cashiers throughout the industry. Yet, they reveal the factgleat self-
checkouts are hardly self-sufficient and require some degree of human involvement.

Oftentimes, the problems | observed were the result of human errors; perhaps
someone forgot to enter a UPC code correctly or inadvertently scanned a single item
twice. Occasionally, though, the machines themselves are the source of the piiblem

require maintenance.

Author Have there been any problems with usingstiecheckouts?
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Rick: Maintenance. We have a company that givanaistenance, basically twenty-four hours,
twenty-four seven. When they first came out, obsipwith the new technology there was
problems. Since I've been in this store, probabdyb® one time where one went down for a
weekend and it was a problem getting a part budretise, just the technology and learning them
would be the biggest challenge. And that was bHgiadien they first came out with them.
Recently, | don't think I've had a self-checkoutimtanance problem in the last...probably three
or four months now. But when they first got hererthwere a few, and that was partly | would say
their fault and ours because the twenty-four seviedow wasn't there. But the new twenty-four
seven service — it's been much smoother. It'swBide maintenance company that takes care of

them.

Rachel: [S]elf-scan has a lot of maintenance. Vb aoly have one self-scan down a day. There’s

a lot of maintenance on it. It's the coins or tliedzceptor or the bill dispenser... There’s a lot-

There’s a great contact with [a maintenance sewdcepany]. And they’re available to us twenty

four seven. And then we also have to wait on thiespAnd then the parts come and then they

come in and we can't find the parts. Sometimeaiit lse a hassle.

C: So you almost come to bank on one machine ngédibe serviced or maintenanced?

Rachel: Mhmm.

C: All the time?

Rachel: Or at least powered down and rebooted bpck
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Although the estimated rate of problems requiring maintenance varied, all of the
managers | spoke with indicated that there was some sort of service agraeplace to
provide replacements parts and on-site repair.

Reliability and the need for assistance, therefore, limit the extentch aaii-
checkouts can be used to effectively displace labor in the checkout aisle. Indeed, se
checkouts are hardly independent and require a good deal of human labor to function
successfully. They require supervision and oversight by employees in assistommgers
and troubleshooting problems, and occasionally “freeze up” or experience neathani
failures requiring repair and maintenance. Part of this reflects thedeetbeature of
self-checkouts. They operate software linked to store inventories and supply daains a
depend upon the customer to perform certain tasks; errors or mistakes fronttaseof
factors is enough to create a problem. Mislabeled products, faulty codes, ortaimgale
error on the customer’s part are enough to bring any transaction to a halt.

More generally, though, it reflects what most researchers have come to ladgsow
regarding computers. Although computers may effectively automatencersés or jobs,
they are hardly independent workers in themselves and require a considereddeofieg
support and maintenance (Hirschhorn 1997; Shaiken et al. 1997). Therefore, while
computer-driven systems like self-checkouts may reduce or eliminatecitidaneertain
jobs in the front end of stores, they introduce a need for other types of work and tasks in

the back end.

‘The Fine Print’: Collective Bargaining Agreements
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A fifth factor concerning the effect of self-checkouts on employment istleetive
bargaining agreement between the chain and the local labor union. Explicadengu
within the current labor contract prohibits stores from using technology to el@nina
employees. The labor agreement covering the employees at thd stadised

specifically states (under Article 2 ‘Management Authority’):

2.2 “In the event that the Employer contemplatesitroduction of major technological changes
affecting...work within the Grocery Department, adsamotice of such changes will be given to
the Union. If requested to do so, the Employer midlet with the Union to discuss the

implementation of such changes before putting stieimges into effect.”

2.3 “Should the Employer intend to substitute elatt checkout systems for existing equipment
in any store, the Employer agrees to notify theodrin advance and to provide the Union a list of
all employees regularly assigned to the store ereffective date of the utilization of said
systems. Said employees shall not be removed fherEmployer’s payroll as a result of the
installation of such a system. Employees may costio be transferred, assigned to other work,

or laid off in accordance with the seniority praeiss of this Agreement provided the layoff is for

reasons other than the installation of such a Byéjfég

As the document indicates, SuperFood simply could not substitute employees with
self-checkouts; such actions were outright prohibited. Moreover, it was requiredtto me
with the union to discuss the potential changes involved with the introduction of the new

technology if requested. In addition, any future layoffs could not be attributed to the

129 Excerpts from the UFCW local union and SuperFaaltkctive bargaining agreement. The collective
bargaining agreement between the local union aper&ood’s main regional competitor was virtually
identical in respect to the statements regardiegute of technology and its effect on employment.

121



introduction of the new technology; stores would have to wait for existing empltyee
retire, quit, or voluntarily leave for another job.

In the short term, provisions such as these are likely to limit the effexdf-of s
checkouts on employment. However, as Barry pointed in the previous chapter, self-
checkouts may affect employment in the long term as stores like SuperFodg modi
hiring practices to bring labor needs into line. Workers lost through “naturébattri
(i.e., turnover) may simply not be replaced as stores restructure theirgractges in
order to fit their labor needs. Therefore, the effect of self-checkouts on enesiby
levels may be delayed, as the effects occur at a slow and gradual pacéhat having
a sharp and immediate effect. This particular dimension is worth noting and issaddres

in further detail at the conclusion of the chapter.

Deskilling or Reskilling?

A second major question regarding the effect of self-checkouts on work coneerns th
issue ofskill. As noted earlier in the chapter, research literature on the relationship
between technological innovation and skill can be generally categorized into arrmimbe
competing perspectives or positions, including the ‘deskilling thesis’, the tgighading
thesis’, and the ‘mixed effects position’(Hodson and Sullivan 2002).

Generally speaking, the ‘deskilling thesis’ presents a negative viewgh v
technology is used to fragment and erode the need for skilled labor, breaking up jobs into
cheaper, less skilled tasks that can be performed by low or non-skilled labosijlagtin
order to reduce businesses’ labor costs. Examples include the use of automated

machinery in automobile production (Rubensg601), temporary workers in clerical
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work (Rogers 1999), and computers in the insurance industry (Appelbaum 1987). The
‘skill-upgrading thesis’, on the other hand, describes a process in which the introduction
of new technology or work practices results in a net increase or acquisition skitie
(i.e., ‘reskilling’). However, a potential side-effect of skill-upgraglis that it may result
in ‘skill bias’, in which technological changes in the workplace result in a greéateand
for white-collar or high-skilled labor relative to low-skilled and/or blue-calamanual
labor. Occupying a sort of middle ground between these conflicting vietws isixed
effects position’, in which technology eliminates or erodes the need fomcgkibs
while increasing the need for others.

Therefore, the question is how the introduction and use of self-checkouts affects
stores’ need and demand for certain types of skills. Do self-checkoutssmdeaands
for more skilled employees or erode them? How do self-checkouts affect seedsand
demand for certain types of skills? Below, | address the training andss&iiés require
as well as how the use of self-checkouts has affected stores’ needs fortgpdsiof

skills.

‘I's Not Rocket Science’: Skills and Entry-level Jobs in Supermakets

Grocery stores provide many people with their first employment; indeetl; akaf
the managers | spoke with started out their adult working careers in gromes/as
stock clerks and cashiers. According to the U.S. Department of Labor,\gstaess
account for nearly a quarter of all youth employment, second in employment only to

restaurants and eating establishments (see Table 11).
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As a result, entry-level positions such as stock clerk and cashier have mkilimal s
requirements. In part, this reflects the characteristics of the lab&etntne skills
required for these jobs have to be relatively simple and easy to learn becaus# many
them will be filled by new workers, many of whom have never had any previous
employment or work experience. Moreover, given the relatively high raterafver,
grocery stores cannot afford lengthy training periods for new emplajlees\facated
positions.

Accordingly, entry-level occupations such as cashier require few skills or
gualification; most of the skills and knowledge required are learned on-the-job.
Typically, this begins by observing or working alongside a more expedamployee,

though SuperFood now also uses computer-aided simulations and programs.

Barry: [motions to computer terminal nearby] THigg here is your CBT, your ‘cashier-based
training’ or ‘computer-based training’ for cashiey®ur cashier’s keyboard there and they sit

here, it all opens up and they do simulated casigietake tests on it-

Author: Cool.

J: So one session with that, then you throw ‘emmdtvere to bag for an hour or two so they get
kind of comfortable with the feel and the pace dadling with customers. And then you have that
cashier and that new person switch places anddésyier, they scan while the experienced
cashier bags for them. And then the second dayovkege’s your number, you’re on number

ten.

Author: So it allows them to kind of prepare fobéfore the ‘real thing’-

124



Barry: It ain’t rocket science. It's not rocketasace. We can train somebody in ten minutes. Just

the nuts and bolts? We could do that in ten minutes

Author: Wow. It's much shorter than | imagined.

Barry: It used to be- when | got hired, | was jiadting a temporary job when | was in college,
friend of a friend, said | needed to do somethogtlie summer. And | went to a class over here,
in Greenbelt. And then that Monday, | reportedttyestraining school in White Oak, and there
were four or five of us and we had a trainer andweee all at the end of a checkout, by ourselves
on training mode, and we worked eight hours thgt @ame back Tuesday and worked eight
hours there again, you know, and eventually gratu&uesday afternoons to live customers, and
then on Wednesday you were off and Thursday you teeyour regular store, your assigned store
and started. Three days of intense training. Nogvhire ‘em, throw ‘em on this thing for two or
three hours, bring ‘em back next day, let ‘em bimeckan hour or two then switch places, check

some customers out.

As Barry indicates, training for cashiers has become compressed and is now ofte
aided with the use of computers. While his training lasted for several dayscamcedc
at a special training facility, new recruits in his store may now begik in the
checkout lane within hours of being hired, following a brief stint of training on a
computer simulation. Although this speeds up the rate at which new hires can be put to
work, it may also, as Barry notes, come at a cost in overlooking more subtlequgiy e
valued — worker characteristics such as perceived friendliness and denoeavitat are

referred to as ‘soft skills’ (Tilly and Moss 1996):
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Barry: [I]t's not much of a training service. Anldetre’s a problem with the customer service issue.
Your customer expects a certain amount of senti@iperFood and he might not always get it.
We try to screen the applicants carefully but semes you get some people who slip through the

cracks and get in here and they’re not very nice.

Therefore, while computers have assisted stores in speeding up the trairesg,proc
they may be less effective in developing the skills managers see aalitaehe

company’s overall success.

‘There’s Not a Whole Lot’: Learning to Operate Self-Checkout Lanes

Given this background on the training and skills of cashiers, | proceeded to ask
managers how they introduced workers to the self-checkouts, and in particular, the
training and skills required to operate them. Theoretically speaking, the irttoodat
new computer-automated systems conceivably entails a significant reatgambf
work and ostensibly requires additional training for workers to operate and nthaage
Indeed, in stores that did not previously have self-checkout lanes, the arrivahefithe
machines typically coincided with a special training seminar to help empglayeke

managers learn how to operate the new technology:

Carl: [W]e had people from the company come in &wedvorked with them for a couple of hours
and just showed them all the, uh, well, these nmeshieverybody, whoever runs these machines
has to have a scan card that gives them the atulity different things, you know — weights,

cancels-

Ezra: Reprint a receipt.
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Carl: Yeah, reprint a receipt. A lot of the funetsothat the customer can't do. So that's why we
keep it manned, and these people would go up amthes scan card to control these different

machines. So this was something new to them, sdvgduo be trained to do that.

Recent literature on automation and the computerization of the workplace sulggiests t
such changes can result in increased skill demands and requirements for lator (Aut
Levy, and Murmane 2003). Yet the actual training to operate and manage the self-
checkouts was described to me as being ‘easy’, ‘minimal’, and ‘simple’,auttleg the
notion that the technology genuinely required a significant increase in worksraskill

gualifications:

Author: How much training did it take to transitistaff from working with regular cashiers to

manning these stations and helping customers titbet stations?

Peter: If you know how to run a register, then iingrthe self-checkouts is very easy.

Author: Like a couple hours?

Peter: Maybe an hour. At that.

Author: Maybe an hour.

Peter: Yeah. ‘Cause it basically walks you througderything is right on screen. Ok, you're

scanning — scanning is the same, ok? And any peoiiein), bakery item, or any item that has to

be weighed has an icon on the screen. All you daoush it with your hand and it automatically

weighs it up.
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Author: So there’s no different skill or traininigat people need to really use this new technology?

Peter: | mean, there’s minimal. There’s not a whole

Barry: It's very simple...[W]e’ll give ‘em a couplef hours training, though | could figure it out

without much instruction. It doesn't take- it's nadry difficult. Very simple machines.

Author: So you could train most cashiers in a day?

Barry: | could have you out manning the pay statibabout an hour.

Author: [laughs]

Barry: Ok?

Author: Wow. So this doesn’t require intensiveriag?

Barry: It's not rocket science.

Author: [laughs]

Barry: As a matter of fact, it'd have to be notketscience because in this day and age, what with

the level of the workforce we have.

A Glass Half Empty or a Glass Half Full?
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Given statements such as those above, it is hard to imagine that the introduction of
self-checkout lanes will result in any significant or meaningful upgrading ks.Skihe
brevity and simplicity of the training suggest that while self-checkoatsmequire some
additional training for cashiers and other front end employees, such trainrggably
minimal and cursory at best. As Barry says, “[i]t's not rocket scientet; it is equally
difficult to describe the end result as a process of deskilling given that¢hpation
most likely to be affected — cashier — was already unskilled and freqpentbymed by
staff with little to no previous work experience.

However, when examining the effect of self-checkouts as ongeinesof
innovations in the retail food industry there is perhaps more merit to such a claim. Whe
considering the effect of self-checkouts in relation to similar innovatioretan such as
universal product codes, computerized cash registers, and electronic scanniag, one ¢
certainly argue that numerous routine tasks have been automated. Supermarkets no longe
require product labeling and electronic scanners and computerized caghrsegsplify
the checkout process. Self-checkouts are simply automating some of the rolinkaas
remain, such as scanning and weighing product items, calculating prices, antngpll|
payment. However, a number of routine tasks still remain; bagging, for examaglnot
been automated and still must be performed by the customer or an employee ekloreov
self-checkouts do not eliminate the “soft skills” desired by employers istiagsand
helping customers.

One effect self-checkouts may have is to increase the importance of sisclAskil
Autor, Levy, and Murmane (2002) point out, computer-based technology is amenable to

automating routine tasks that rely on procedural or ‘rules-based’ logic. Hqwever
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computers are less effective in performing non-routine tasks. Accordieffigheckouts
may further reduce the need for certain routine tasks previously perfoynoaghoers,
leaving behind the non-routine tasks such as greeting and assisting customers,
highlighting the significance of employees’ ‘soft skills’.

Whether or not this is a positive outcome for employees, though, is debatable.
Research on work in the service industry indicates that non-routine work can Halstress
and unpleasant (Hochchild 1983). A study of the encounters between cashiers and
customers found that both parties may experience a degree of strain resutting fr
competing claims over who is in control over the encounter (Rafaeli 1989). Self-checkout
lanes may further problematize this relationship, as they require a vdegnee of
involvement by each party. Customers are now expected to perform some skshe ta
previous performed by cashiers, while some cashiers are now assigned to troubleshoot
and assist customers. Although the basic roles of customer and employee argadchan
self-checkout realign the roles and shift expectations about what is regndekpected
from each.

Moreover, self-checkout lanes increase stores’ dependency upon certain types of
labor, some of which may be skilled. First and foremost, they require the getrtini of
customers who must perform certain tasks to complete their transactions.imteess
noteworthy; self-checkouts arguably require customers to perform simalar to that of
cashiers but which is uncompensated and transient. Much like flexible ‘justah-tim
production systems, self-checkouts rely on timely labor that is quickly displaeedoY
operate successfully, self-checkouts also require constant supervision ateharae.

As noted earlier, stores have contractual arrangements with service tesrgoath
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require the skilled work of computer technicians and mechanics to repair andimaint

the machines. Although this labor is subcontracted to businesses outside the store, it
nevertheless involves the need for skilled labor and adds to the type of labor needed by
stores. Therefore, as grocery stores such as SuperFood becomeriglyreasi
computerized, they will increasingly need and rely upon certain types ofidkitier to
operate and maintain such equipment.

Following deskilling and reskilling, we come to the issue of ‘skill-bias’ — o se
checkouts reduce stores’ demand and need for low or unskilled labor while increasing the
demand for skilled labor? Yes and no. Self-checkouts themselves do in fact eltimenate
need for many of the tasks typically performed by cashiers by autontagimgoutright
or displacing them to be performed by the customers themselves. Additidmeyly, t
create a need for skilled labor to repair and maintain them, increasing stddor
skilled labor. Yet, as I illustrated above, self-checkouts are hardly indepgtiagnt
require supervision and maintenance, and still require employees to help casiamer
their groceries. Moreover, the fact that stores are constrained in theirsede of
checkouts limits their effect on the demand for unskilled labor. Both internalqeality
controls, staffing requirements) and external controls (e.g., labor contractipngyi
limit the extent to which self-checkouts can reduce or displace the demand andrneed fo
unskilled labor. These factors mitigate any potential skill bias and limddbese to
which self-checkouts may increase skill requirements.

This leaves us with the ‘mixed-effects position’, in which some skill requirsnaee
increased while others are reduced. Without skilled technicians to fix and hepair t

machines, stores would not be able to manage breakdowns and other temporary
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problems. Additionally, self-checkouts require periodic maintenance; parts need to be
routinely checked and replaced and faulty software reprogrammed. Both ofnthase i
some greater degree of reliance on skilled technical labor. At the other énd, sel
checkouts reduce the need for certain routine and unskilled tasks. Some of these are
automated by the machine itself (e.g., weighing items, calculatinggragnwhile

others are displaced to the customer (e.g., scanning items, bagging). Ehérafgrears
that while self-checkouts may reduce or eliminate the need for certamayabor (i.e.,

routine, unskilled), they may also increase stores’ need for others (e.g.caéécskilled).

Summary

It is difficult to gauge the effect of self-checkout lanes on stored’ axe@ demand for
certain types of skills on skills precisely because of the social and eabarriers
limiting their effect upon employment. SuperFood’s limited use of seélabuts, as well
as their continued desire to provide human-operated cashiers and checkout laises, limi
the extent to which self-checkouts can affect stores’ demand and need forlakitie
As long as stores limit the use of self-checkout to a few lanes, there witlde |
appreciable effect on skills.

Granted, stores will require some skilled labor to repair and maintain the nsachine
However, the fact that such skills are subcontracted out (i.e., outsourced) to external
firms suggests that they are not highly valued nor needed on a regular basid, ilnde
not as if stores using self-checkouts have now created a number of skilled jobs in the

store.
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For those employees who do work with the self-checkouts, however, there may be
some noticeable effect upon the nature of their work. Although the training to use and
operate the self-checkouts was described to me as being relatively braaingthel their
operation and use subtly changes the role of the cashier. Replacing routine wit
unpredictability, employees assisting customers in the self-checkest d@e required to
help customers deal with problems that occur unexpectedly and unpredictabfd bfste
controlling or directing the transaction, cashiers take on a supportive or secaeany r
helping customers; if so desired (and assuming there are no problems), custargers us
self-checkouts can complete their transaction completely independentintexragtion
with cashiers. This represents a major shift in power in the customer-aathi®nship
described by Rafaeli (1989).

Additionally, although they still perform some routine physical tasks, such astpaggi
much of the routine work is displaced, either automated by the technolofjpitsel
displaced to the customer. Employees, therefore, are left to manage moraafi-the
routine aspects of retail sales, such as helping customers and monitoringfitsaasAs
was previously noted in the section dealing with theft and ‘walkoffs’, self-checkouts
require oversight to prevent theft and abuse. This translates into a demandtir gre
vigilance on the part of the staff who may take come to take on more of a supervisory
role overseeing customers.

It is in this aspect that the effect of self-checkouts on skills is notewdvtithout
eliminating nor enlarging skills, self-checkouts require employeesnaskig them to
adopt a more supervisory role in overseeing their use. As customers take on rnere of t

tasks performed by cashiers, cashiers in turn take on more of the tasks typically
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performed by managers in assisting customers, troubleshooting, and providing custome
service.

This involves not just a formal change in the labor process, but also entails a subtle
change in the social relations of the supermarket, whereby customers Ifsing se
checkouts become — albeit temporarily — willing workers who may occasionattyane
require the assistance of cashiers. In turn, cashiers may take on pasgwe role,
watching customers from a distance, occasionally intervening to assisothelp bag
groceries. Further research should consider how this shifting of roles andhi@sés the
social relations of workers in such settings, as well as how customers amscashi

perceive one another as co-participants in the formal labor process.

Job Quality

A third issue regarding the introduction of self-checkouts concerns their role in
restructuring the workplace and reducing labor costs in the retail food industsyorks
like SuperFood increasingly shift towards a two-tier wage structure in tordempete
with non-union, low-cost retailers such as WalMart and Target, labor unions and
employees fear a ‘race to the bottom’, in which businesses progressitalgges and
benefits in an attempt to lower operating costs and undercut competitors. What is le
clear, though, is the role self-checkout play in this process of work restnggtand the

extent to which they are a causal factor.

Recent History: Lessons From a Labor Strike
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In order to fully understand the changes occurring in stores like SuperFood,as we
the driving forces, it helps to examine recent events in the retail food indas2603-
2004, Southern California experienced the longest labor stoppage in U.S. supermarket
history when union employees at three major chains went on strike for a record one
hundred and thirty-eight days, affecting over eight hundred stores and costhguitinse
an estimated two billion dollars in lost sales revetifiduch of the dispute centered on
employee health care costs, which the chains claimed made it difficult to eowifiet
non-union, low-cost merchandise stores such as WalMart and Target. Chains claimed
they were being squeezed out by stores like WalMart which were able to udeatut
wage prices because they were non-union. The unions, however, saw this as a “race to the
bottom”, in which stores would progressively reduce wages and benefits in an attempt t
lower operating costs and undercut competitors.

The settlement that ended the strike resulted in a two-tier systegaveatew hires
lower wages and fewer benefits, while preserving existing employeah lvare
benefits. New hires would receive lower base wages — up to $2.80 less per hour than
existing workers — and top pay would be would be $15.10 an hour, down from $17.90.
Additionally, new hires would have to worker longer in order to qualify for employer-
based health care coverage and would have to pay an average of $450 a year in health
premiums.

In return, existing employees received affordable health care covecageng no

weekly premiums for the first two years, a wage payment increase ofapptely $500

130 eduff, Charlie and Steven Greenhouse. 2004. “Gyodéorkers Relieved, if Not Happy, at Strike's
End.” New York Timed-ebruary 28; Peltz, James F. and Melinda Ful@®#4. “Stores, Workers Still Feel
Sting of Supermarket Labor FightNew York Timed)ecember 15.
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in the first and third years of the contract, and employer contributions of nearly $190

billion to a combined pension fund for current and new workers.

Two-Tiered Wage Structures and ‘A Race to the Bottom’

Given the recent labor strikes in California, | wanted to understand how SuperFood
had reorganized its labor structure and the workplace without experiencing roggor w
stoppages. Aside from a truck drivers’ strike in 1997, SuperFood had a relgbeely
relationship with the local labor union and had not experienced a work stoppage in recent
years. Nevertheless, SuperFood had already moved towards a two-tieredruwagees

in order to control labor costs.

Author: A few years ago there was the strike, athalw, if anything, has that whole process changed th

industry? Is there a shift towards a different tgpavorkforce?

Peter (store manager): Well, there was the- Arergéerring to the truck strike? The truckers’ stf?k

Author: Yes, and the strikes in California-

Peter: Ok. Cause we haven't had a food workerestecently. We had a truck strike back in thes90’

Author: Ok.

Peter: But, you know, you're always gonna’ haveatiegion. You're always gonna’ have the possibitfy

alleging going on a strike if you don’t get whauywant.

Author: Mmhm.
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Peter: It's just part of the bargaining processhésunion gonna’ get everything they want whely the to

the table? No. Is the company gonna’ get everytttieg want? No. That's all part of the bargainimggess.

Peter: Back in '83 is when they went to a two-tiksgstem. 1983 is when they started a two-tierstesy.

And they've since gotten away from that. But theythying to bring it more together now.

Author: Mmhm.

Peter: Over these last couple contracts. Becaegecthuld see the big discrepancy with somebodydatgn
there — let's say makin’ fifteen, eighteen dollarsl hour — and someone making six dollars an haour.
know? The person makin’ six dollars an hour go®s fiot gonna’ work as hard as they work’. You know?

They're not getting paid as much.

As Peter notes above, in the bargaining process each side is compelled tortaizke ce
concessions in order to reach an agreement. Two-tiered wage structurestbaatnas
described above are becoming an increasingly common form of union concession,
allowing existing workers to retain benefits at the cost to new employeess
occurring in other service industries such as As Cappelli and Sherer (1990) nio¢se[t]
plans may have gained acceptance more easily in unions than some otheiamicess
because they cost current workers nothing, and current workers are the onetsfyvho ra
contract concessions” (p.226). Such systems allow employers to shed laborhilests w
protecting current employees’ wages and benefits. The cost of thesasistssentially
passed on to future workers who receive lower wages and fewer benefit;ygasul

disputes regarding pay equit};

131 For more on pay equity and two-tiered wage stmestusee Cappelli, Peter and Peter D. Sherer. 1990.
“Assessing Worker Attitudes under a Two-Tier WadgnP Industrial and Labor Relations Review
43:225-244; Martin, James E. and Melanie M. Peter$887. “Two-Tier Wage Structures: Implications
for Equity Theory." The Academy of Management Jourrgdl:297-315.
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Yet, costs rather than technological innovation appear to be the main driving force of
workplace restructuring. Facing rising labor costs, supermarketscbach as SuperFood

find it increasingly hard to compete with non-union, low-price retailers liaéd\V&rt:

Author: So you think that the industry is usingsttéchnology to sort of leverage that transition?

Towards a part-time heavy workforce?

Bill (union president): Well, they were doing ttaatyway. | don't think the technology has much
to do with that. That's the way they wanna operatey wanna turn it into, you know, Wal-Matrt,
a Wal-Mart industry where you got all low paid werk and you don't give ‘em health insurance.
That's where the industry is trying to go. And, 8wre’s always a big fight about that when we

bargain contracts.

Author: Hmm.

Bill: This is a race to the bottom. Wal-Mart- Iretbld days, in the old old days, thirty three
percent of the people in the country used to keunion. In some union. Now, only twelve

percent are, including the public sector folks. 8ben people bargained up thirty years ago, when
all these contracts got settled, then everybodgges moved up. And everyone’s benefits moved
up. Even the non-union guys. ‘Cause there was dnpuly and enough competition for workers
that they had to. Or their workers would leave gado work somewhere else. Now it's the
opposite. The opposite is make everybody part-imgou don’t have to pay- The theory is you
shouldn’t have to give part-time people health c@ner people have it but a lot of other people

like at Wal-Mart don’t have it. And other retaileten’t have it. So, their deal is to get as many
part-time people as you can, say ‘look, it's n@itiprimary job’ and not give ‘em health care or

pensions and all those sorts of things. ‘Cause kymwv, they're “part-timers”.
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Bill: A lot of this centers around union competitioValMart's now the biggest grocer in the
United States. So, there are WalMarts being bui€alifornia although the UFCW has programs
all over the United States to block their, to bléleem from being able to build. In cities and
different places. And so do other groups. But tidiole thing is they pay, you know, sixteen,
seventeen dollars an hour and their health cars egght hundred bucks a month or whatever.
And WalMart comes and sits here. They pay seveksand hour. People don't have health care.
They lower their prices. You go down the tubes. ¥an't compete with them. So, this is driven
two ways. It's driven because of the WalMart effactl it's driven because of health care costs,
which are out of control...[T]hose are the two bigvdrs in the grocery industry. WalMart and

health care.

In short, self-checkouts were not driving workplace restructuring; swaigels were

being driven by health care costs and the aggressive emergence of non-unionaasmpeti
such as WalMart. Moreover, in SuperFood’s case, these changes had alreadgocc
prior to the arrival of self-checkouts. Each of these facts suggests thkat moaces,

rather than technological innovation, is the reason for workplace restructuring.

The Downward Restructuring of Work?

Within this context of workplace restructuring, critics fear seltkbets will be used
to facilitate a ‘downward restructuring’ of work, allowing stores toaeglfull-time jobs
that pay benefits with a part-time workforce assisted by customess.iEself-checkouts
were not the driving force behind workplace restructuring, union officials suchegs Gr

Denier perceived them as part of the ‘lean and mean’ workplace of the future:
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“The future is that they’ll be fewer and fewer gothat come with adequate hours because of
displacing jobs with self-checkout... What you're laukat is what the structure of the workforce

looks like in the future: decreased hours, decibseefits eligibility. You might have had ten

full time jobs before, now you have fifteen part jobs.**2

As Denier puts it, retail jobs are being “restructured downwards”, and sudgests t
self-checkouts may be used to facilitate this economic restructuring. Sustafe not
completely unfounded; according to a report by CNN, Home Depot — the second largest
employer in American retail, second only to Wal-Mart — is proposing to shift more
employees from full-time to part-time status, implying self-checkoatg atiow
businesses to move towards smaller, leaner workforces associated it tterized
‘just-in-time’ and ‘lean production’ business mod&ts.

Are self-checkouts helping employers like SuperFood replace ‘goodinielljobs
that offer benefits with lesser jobs that offer fewer hours and benefigs@rigrupon
Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson’s (2000) conceptualization of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs, |
examined how the introduction of self-checkouts in stores such as SuperFood coincided
with changes in the number of hours worked per week, the number of full and part-time
jobs, and the percentage of workers covered by union or employee-based health care.

Employment statistics indicate that the average hours worked by emploglegesdde
significantly in the period during which stores began adopting self-checkouts2Bfi8n
to 2008, the average hours worked per week fell by approximately three hours, from an
average of 32.3 hours per week in 2003 to an average of 29.2 hours per week in 2008 (see

Figure 5). At first glance, this would appear to indicate at least alabonal

132 adler.
133 CNN.com
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relationship; as self-checkouts began to be introduced in chains nationwide, the
occupation most likely to be affected experienced a significant declineragaweeekly
hours worked. Replacing full-time positions with part-time positions could explain the
reduction in hours.

Indeed, the stores | studied were largely run by a part-time workfathegs many as
eighty percent of employees working part-time (see Table 12). Stqrersadkxl upon a
core cadre of more senior, experienced full-time staff to lead and manage what wa
most cases a predominantly part-time workforce. Managers typieé#td upon more
senior staff to operate and manage the various departments (e.g., seafood, non-
perishables, bakery, deli, etc.) and help newly hired cashiers in the checksuflane
Barry’s store, for example, out of the forty cashiers employed, only eightfwktene
employees, underscoring the prevailing number of part-time workers.

However, the trend over the past decade has been towards a converging, rather than
diverging, workforce as the percentage of full and part-time cashieksangan grocery
stores has tended to hover near fifty percent (see Figure 6). Moreover, the nufulber of
time positions appears to have significantly increased. Since 1992, the percentage of
employees working forty hours or more per week increased from 43.8% to 58.6%, while
the percentage of cashiers reporting regularly working forty or more peuvgeek has
increased from 23.5% to 37.6% (see Figur&¥).

Additionally, the number of employees receiving employer or union-based health care
coverage appears to have remained fairly steady. Although the percentagiei@fsc

receiving health care coverage has declined over the past decade (se@);iine

134 Due to low sample counts, comparisons at the atademetropolitan statistical area (MSA) are neithe
reliable nor accurate and were therefore not irezdiud
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overall percentage of employees receiving health care coverage laasagmearly

constant (see Figure 9).

Summary

Workplace restructuring, and more specifically, the shift towards a tveal-tieage
structure, appears to be a growing trend in the U.S. economy. No longer confimed to t
manufacturing and industrial sector, hospitals, hotels, other sectors of tlve seduistry
have undergone or are facing major structural changes in wage strastemployers
struggle to cope with rising health care costs.

In the case of supermarkets, this pressure appears to be further exaspenated b
expansion of low-cost merchandise retailers such as Target and WalMdheimetail
food industry. Previously dominated by supermarket chains and grocery storg&rival
— best known for low prices and its anti-union labor policies — is fast becoming thet large
food retailer in the U.S. A quick glance at sales figures reveals théengrgap between
tradition supermarket chains such as SuperFood and burgeoning low-cosstrigailer
Walmart. In 2008, Wal-Mart led the retail food industry with 405 billion in sales. The
second largest food retailer, Kroger, reported approximately 77.2 billion in salés, whi
GlobalFoods, Inc., the parent holding company of SuperFood, as well as the Northeast
chain Colonial Market Foods, reported sales of 21.8 bifffomdeed, for all intensive
purposes, WalMart is the proverbial eight-hundred pound gorilla in the retail food

industry.

135 Supermarket New£009. “Supermarket News’ Top 75 Retailers for200
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Yet, there seems little empirical evidence to support the claim thahseKkouts are
driving a ‘downward restructuring; of work, replacing ‘good’ jobs with ‘bad’ jobs. In
fact, the percentage of full-time workers in the supermarket industraepioebe
increasing, as is the percent regularly working forty or more hours per washke —
the occupation ostensibly most likely to be affected by self-checkouts — is still
predominantly a part-time occupation, yet the percentage of those workyngrfonore
hours hasncreasedather than decreased since the introduction of self-checkout lanes in
stores. And health care coverage — the cost of which is said to be at the cesdenof r
labor disputes and one of the contributing causes of workplace restructuring inithe reta
food industry — has more or less remained constant.

Whether or not “good” jobs remain in the retail food industry, however, may
ultimately depend upon costs rather than technological innovations. As WalMart and
other non-union, low-cost retailers expand their retail food operations, supermarket
chains such as SuperFood will face increasing pressure to lower lalsinocebkat is
described as a ‘race to the bottom’. Previous agreements with the local labor unions
suggests that there is a degree of understanding between employers andesnploy
Peter explained, SuperFood was able to transition to a two-tiered wage sytteut a
major labor dispute or work stoppage — a rather ideal outcome considering whay recent
occurred in southern California. However, the prospect of losing health care ebaachg
lowering wages may prove too much for employees; after conceding to a twage
structure, the union has little left to concede. Currently, the union and SuperFood are

negotiating the renewal of the existing labor contract; a key point of contenti@n, onc
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again, are health care costs and wages, with the prospect of a labor strike iodimeng

background.
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Chapter 6: Impact of Self-Checkouts on Customers

'De Klant is Koning(‘The Customer is King’)

- Popular business aphorism frequently attributethé economist William Hutt (1899-1988)
‘Le Roi est mort, vive le Roi{'The King is dead. Long live the King!")

- First declared upon the coronation of Charles kélers to the transfer of sovereignty which occurs
instantaneously upon the moment of death of theigque monarch.

Introduction

The question of how self-checkouts may affect customers and contemporary shopping
reflects a deeper tension within the social sciences regarding thaf théeconsumer and
consumption in general. As noted in Chapter 2 (‘Literature Review’), the so@ates
have traditionally harbored conflicting views of the consumer, reflectingrdrft
theoretical traditions and perspectives.

At one end of the debate are critiques of the ‘culture industry’ (Adorno and
Horkheimer 1979) and ‘McDonaldization’ (Ritzer 2002; 1996), highlighting the alleged
tendencies of capitalism towards commodification and rationalization ctesge.
Consumers are treated@gects,controlled and manipulated by advertisements (Ewen
1988; [1976] 2001), product placement (Underhill 1999), ‘spectacles’ (Debord 1967),
and other aspects of the ‘means of consumption’ (Ritzer 1699).

At the other end of the spectrum is the notion of ‘consumer sovereignty’ which

emphasizes consumers’ power and autonomy; consumers can decide when, where, and

138 | borrow these conflicting characterizations ofisomers as ‘objects’ and ‘subjects’ from Slater
(1997:101-103).
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how to shop and what to purchase, if at #Similarly, consumers may engage in
consumption politically, challenging the ‘politics of consumption’ (Wiedenhoft 2004;
Cohen 2003) through organizations such as the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and
the National Consumers’ League (NCL) or boycotts against specific psooiuct

producers (Goodman and Cohen 2003:129-139; Klein, Smith, and John 2002; Frank and
Weiland 1997). This strain emphasizes consumessilgiects- conscientious, critical,

and active beings who are active participants in consumer culture, using eoggus

to establish and communicate class (Bourdieu [1979] 1984), status (Veblen [1899] 1994;
Riesman [1961] 2001), and identity (Giddens 1991; Douglas 1979).

The introduction of self-checkouts in supermarkets such as SuperFood, therefore,
poses an important series of questions regarding consumers and consumption. To begin
with, it raises questions regarding the sovereignty of the consumer; acbesgkbuts
being introduced to meet consumer demands, or do they simply reflect a new dheans
consumption’ designed to control and exploit the consumer Ritzer (1999:57)? Precisely
whose needs are being met?

A second question centers on authenticity and the extent to which self-checkouts
reflect genuine and real savings in time. Self-checkouts are claimed &tdreafad more
convenient — butre they? As Goodman and Cohen (2003) note, “[a]dvertising
constantly sells [us] the idea that there is a product to solve each of life’s

problems...[yet], this promise is constantly broken” (p.40). Are self-checkeaily

137 For more on consumer sovereignty, see Slater j18@Fsky (1993), Rothenberg (1968), and Gintis
(1972). As Persky (1993) notes, the term ‘conswsogereignty’ is frequently attributed to the work o
William Hutt (1940; [1936] 1990), though similar tians can also be found in works by Hayek (193%) an
Ropke (1935).
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faster and more convenient, or are these “false solutions to real and nefiedsatis

problems” that include waiting in line at the checkout counter (Meadows 1992: 216)?

Self-Service and Supermarkets

Historically, supermarkets and grocery stores have increasingly adogeteservice
orientation. In the early days of retailing, customers simply walked updorder and
provided a store clerk with a list of items desired for purchase. Prior to introduction of
food processing and packaging, this required a considerable amount of lab®hattto
be cut and weighed or counted and everything had to be wrapped by hand. The entire
process was labor-intensive and took a considerable amount of time, limiting the number
of customers that could be served. Additionally, some stores provided a delivecg;servi
for a nominal fee, stores would deliver individual orders to customers’ homes.

The invention of various technologies and methods, over time, revolutionized the
retail food industry. Ushered in by Piggly Wiggly in 1926, the self-service model
changed the retail food industry by individually pricing products and adding checkout
stands. Other innovations in packaging and food processing, as well as the use of
refrigeration, meant products could be visibly displayed to customers; gaarts
allowed customers to collect their own items, freeing up clerks to perform aser t
such as stocking shelves and constructing product displays. Instead of deljoerisgo
customers’ homes, stores constructed parking lots, carrying items to cisstoangior
allowing customers to carry their purchases themselves.

As a result, over time, customers came to take on an increasingly signifiean

retail food sales. Replacing the role of the store clerk, customers colleetiéeins,
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transported them throughout the store, and placed them on the checkout stand for the
cashier to ring up and total; with the advent of the UPC and electronic scannearscashi
simply scanned items as they moved across the conveyor belt. With séibuathec
customers are now taking over the role of cashier, scanning and weighing itennsg pri
receipts, and bagging groceries.

As consumers now weigh the decision of whether or not to scan their own groceries, it
may be no surprise that some fail to see this as a profound change. After all, rireny of
changes and innovations described above happened over a number of decades as a series
of slow but gradual developments. As a result, each generation experiencecé form
shopping that older generations viewed as new or different but which to the current
generation seemed normal, if not natural. Like the automated teller machik@, (#€lt-
checkouts may become one of those taken-for-granted aspects of the Amerstgle |if

replacing the teller and other historical artifacts.

Consumer Sovereignty?

As noted in Chapter 4 (‘Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?’), there is considerable debate
surrounding the introduction of self-checkouts. On one side of the issue are the
manufacturers and chains who assert that the introduction of self-checkoutsyis bei
driven by a demand from consumers. From their perspective, they are singpiygvae
market demand, fulfilling consumers’ wish for faster checkout and shorter lores. F
example, note the repetitive use of the term ‘demand’ in the self-checkout product

brochures from IBM and NCR:
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“[S]atisfying consumedemand for a more convenient, faster checkout épee.™*®

“Shoppers are demanding improved product avaitgbilnmediate access to product comparisons,

knowledgeable employees and speedy self-checkdut.”

“Customers demand convenience and want to getdroahof the store quickly. NCR FastLane

delivers by speeding up the check-out procé8s”

At the other end of the commaodity chain are the consumers themselves, many of
whom remain skeptical regarding the adoption of this new technology. Indeed, far from
viewing themselves as the direct beneficiary of this new technologyniingis —
described in further detail in Chapter 4 (‘Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?’) — irdibat
most customers perceive self-checkouts as simply the latest form -clitinsg,
analogous to other contemporary trends in slashing labor costs such as outsourcing,
computerization, and downsizing.

In between these two groups are the managers who supervise the individs@rstore
the labor unions which represent the workers who operate them. As intermediahes, ea
of these groups is keenly aware of the various interests and pressures involveddinom
end. The union is keenly aware of the financial costs imposed by labor, while msanage
struggle to reconcile costs with customer satisfaction. Yet, despitedbeaiirgyly

opposing interests — managers representing capital, the union representirgoiathor

1381BM, “IBM Checkout Environment for Consumer-SemiSoftware,” p.3.
139 |

Ibid.
140 NCR Corporation, “NCR FastLane,” p.1.
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recognize and cite the consumer as the deciding factor in determininggetioé dalf-

checkouts in the retail food industry:

“It's up to the public. The public’s gonna’ drivda of technology and they do now. If they accibyet
technology, and the technology saves money andasess productivity for a company, then that's

what they’re gonna’ do.”

- Bill (Union President)

These sentiments are echoed by retail analysts and market resedsisit Greer,
spokesperson for the Food Marketing Institute (FMI) puts it, “[t]he industrgsed on
the customers’ desires and neetfd Even market analysts such as IHL have shifted their

focus towards consumers (and away from manufacturers):

“[W]e decided to change our research from a verfolarsed report to that of consumer acceptance
since ultimately the success or the failure of amgtomer-touching technology will depend upon the

consumer..” 142

The government appears to agree as well, as the Bureau of Labor Statistjcs notes
“[t]he growing use of self-checkout machines at grocery stores... will depeyadyl@n
the public’s acceptance of automated checkadtsThus, whether or not stores
increasingly turn to self-checkouts as a way of doing business would seemrid depe

largely upon the public’s acceptance and willingness to embrace the new technology

141 Busack, Michael A. 2006. “Check it out — or Notixteld bag of opinions about serve-yourself aisles.”
The Eagle-TribuneNovember 28.

142 5heldon and Buzek, “2006 North American Self-CloetiSystems,” p.9.

143U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2007. “Grocenyr&s.”Career Guide to Industries, 2006-2007
Edition.
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Comments such as these suggest that consumers are, if not sovereign, a determining
and decisive factor concerning the shift towards self-service and the u$fe of se
checkouts. In turn, this implies that self-checkouts reflect an accommodation ontthe pa
of businesses towards meeting and fulfilling customers’ needs and desirescandg
the very notion of consumer sovereignty in which the ‘customer is king’ and the producer

merely a ‘servant'** But do customereeally want self-checkouts?

What Customers Want

In fact, most customers | interviewed preferred the regular, humanespeashier
(see Table 13). Over fifty percent of customers surveyed claimed thairdfeyred the
cashier-operated checkout over self-scan; if the categoriesireflect preference or a
preference based on contingencies are removed, this increases to nearlypreenty

This finding mirrors a similar rate observed in a joint marketing study caubygt
KPMG and Indiana University, which found that approximately fifty-fivecpat of
respondents indicated that cashier checkout and bagging was a “must have” shopping
feature!*® The same study also found that nearly one in four respondents indicated they
would prefemotto have self-checkouts.

What in-store shopping features did customers cite most frequentlystshaves’?
The top items for checkout were a cash payment option, printed receipt, and theaabili

pay by credit card, followed by the option to pay by check and debit card. This would

144 As Persky (1993:183-84) notes, the notion of ‘emner sovereignty’ is frequently attributed to the
economist William Hutt, though Hutt (1940himsekitstd, "I am not sure whether | coined the term tiyse
Marketing literature contains phrases like 'theaoer is always right," and | am told that a prdair
expression in High Dutch is 'De klant is konin@ig(icustomer is king)” (p.66).

145Burke, Raymond R. 2000. "Creating the Ideal Shogjiixperience,Chain Store AgeDecember:1-25.
Special report co-sponsored by Indiana Universi®gsater for Retailing and KPMG.
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seem to suggest that customers still value basic amenities over new highdgels and
features. “Consumers tell us they are not interested in technology for its owinssgke
Raymond Burke, E.W. Kelley professor of business administration at Indiana &ityiver
“People want the basics...and are only interested in technology to the extenirhlets
shopping faster, easier, and more economi¢al.”

Market research also suggests that some customers will even selecteneestor
another simply because it offers self-checkout. According to a 2004 study, thaayt
five percent of customers aged 18-34 indicated that they would be more likely to shop at
a store that offers self-checkout than one that doe¥ Hdthen | asked if the availability
of self-checkouts influenced where they decide to shop, only three customertedadica
that it did, yet of these three, ordperesponded that it positively influenced their
decision. The other two respondents actually preferred to shop at stores tiatodiier

self-checkouts:

Author: Do you typically shop here?
Customer: No, | usually shop at Safeway.
Author: And may | ask why?

Customer: | prefer to shop there because they dawé self-checkouts.

Author: Does the availability of self-checkout unfince where you decide to shop?

Customer: Yes — the more there are, the less we go!

146 Office of Communications and Marketing, Indianaiwmsity. 2000. “Consumers interested in
technology, but retailers still must deliver onibadements of the shopping experience.” Novemider 2
147 Matthews, Kelly A. and Meredith Whalen. 2004. ‘IS@heckout Systems: Creating Value Across the
Retail Store.” IDC white paper.
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In short, there is little empirical evidence to support the notion that a majority
customers genuinely want and seek retail environments with self-checkahtaighl
self-checkouts are ‘must have’ for a particular segment of the shopping publicsulty re

suggest that this is indeed only a segment of the public, and perhaps a small one at that.

Steering Customers Towards Self-Service

As | pointed out in Chapter 4 (‘Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?’), managers assiduously
characterized self-checkout as a ‘choice’ or ‘option’. Asserting thatéwet pushing
them”, managers emphasized that using self-checkout was “not mandatory” and that
customers would not have self-service “force fed” to them (see p.67-69).

Yet, market research indicates that a store’s layout is in fact quite atjsten for
the express purpose of exposing or presenting customers to certain products a.display
Paco Underhill’s (1999) description of the ‘science of shopping’ highlights, among other
things, the structural aspects of stores and how the store layout relatesumen
psychology and behavior. Product placement, signage, and the overall layout of a store,
he argues, can make the difference between a customer making a parci@s8y
examining consumer behavior, he argues, stores can realign their retahsrent to
maximize encountering certain products and increase sales.

Indeed, retail marketing research indicates that this is precisdlstohes like
SuperFood are trying to do. Self-checkouts are being purposefully and deliberatel
located in certain areas of the store in order to promote and increase theimdesea U
section titled ‘Driving Usage Through Customer Education’, a 2004 study on self-

checkouts noted the various methods stores were using to increase their use. These
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included not only advertisements, store incentives, and announcements, but also self-

checkout placement:

“Retailers are also strategically positioning sgieckout lanes to maximize transaction volume.
One grocery retailer notes, “We install self-chagkanes in the fresh [produce] aisle because
that’s where customer typically end.” Additionallgtailers are steering traffic through self-
checkout by utilizing the announcement system asthiers at traditional lanes to introduce self-

checkout as an option. %

The same report also notes that in some cases, “retailers have modifieahinsiaffing
plans to drive usage at the self-checkd{i.lh other words, customers are not only
physically directed towards their use by design, but are also prodded and camigt thr
the use of various media and communications, as “[e]xternal communicationacam le
increased usagé>

Customers, however, did not always perceive self-checkouts as an ‘option’. As the
experience at Century Village illustrates, elderly customersgisatevhen they felt they

were being deliberately steered towards the self-checkout lanes.

Peter (store manager): [W]hen they were first ifeiawe had ‘em installed down [in lanes] one
through four. Currently, they're at the oppositel gien through fourteen. And one of the reasons
why | had to have them moved is because, you knmvgt of my customers are senior. They
wanna’ to take the easiest route to get to the.ddmey want to do less walking. So a lot of the

complaints | got was I'm makin’ ‘em walk furtherwa the line to get to a cashier and then walk

148 bid., p.10
9 1pid., p.9.
%0 bid., p.10
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further to have to get to the door. So that wasafribe reasons. Plus, | moved it down to give
them an option. So if you wanna’ use it, you catkwi@wn there and use it. If not, then | got

cashiers one through ten.”

Ultimately, the self-checkout lanes at Century Village were a&dddrom the area
closest to the exit to the opposite side furthest from the exit. However, in elvery ot
store | visited, the self-checkout lanes were the closest checkoutdaheseiit. While
customers might not have been coerced or forced into using self-checkout, teey we
arguably being placed in strategic locations to maximize usage.

In some cases, managers volunteered that they themselves were unhappy with the
placement; Sam, for example, claimed to have nearly had them removed bétemvge o

he thought they might be received by customers:

Sam(store manager): We almost tore- We almost tioek out of here because we didn't like-
Corporate didn't like how they were placed.

Author: Hmm.

Sam: And | don’t know who made that decision. Whasdt took them out of there, took em out of
the store, and we almost placed them all the waynday the terminal 21. So 21, 20, 19, 18, 17-
Author: Have em at the end.

Sam: -because we felt like they were really inwiilneng location. Because of our thoughts as a
corporation. We don’t want our customers to pere¢hat they're being force fed through those

terminals.
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When | visited the local union president, | told him what | had observed. | asked why
he thought supermarkets were introducing self-checkouts and what, if anytieyng

were doing to get customers to use them:

Bill (union president): They try to make the argurnthat self-checkouts help customers. It's not.
It's to reduce payroll. You can't show me a custombo’d rather go through self-checkout if
there were enough cashiers. The problem you hateysunder schedule cashiers, don’t open the
lanes, and there’s self-checkouts. So they foroplpeanto the self-checkouts. And they'll deny
that, but that's what they do. I'll have managesme up if the lines are long and say ‘there’s four

self-checkouts right there’.

As Bill notes, when there are only a handful of checkout lanes open, self-checkout
may indeed seem like the only option, especially when the alternative isgnaia long
line at a handful of open lanes. My field notes indicate that even during peak hours, some
stores only had a handful of lanes open, sometimes as few four in a store thatlipas near
twenty lanes. Under these circumstances, self-checkout may feel liaelyheption for
customers, who must decide between waiting in line and the ‘option’ to do-it-yourself.

In sum, even though customers appear to prefer cashier checkout, stores are using a
variety of means to try to get customers into the self-checkout lane. Whilgenamaay
that it is simply an option, it is clear that stores are making an efforbtogpbe their use.
The simple placement of self-checkouts is an indication of this effort. Placetheea

doors, customers facing long lines may indeed see self-checkouts as the only exit
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Problems in the Checkout Lane

Why did customers prefer cashier checkout over self-scan? One reason @ustomer
frequently cited were problems with the self-checkout. These included not orpytssm
glitches and malfunctioning equipment, but also human-based errors that delayed or
halted the transaction entirely. “It backed up and wouldn’t let me scan,” said la fema
shopper, describing her recent experience in the self-checkout lane, STihe@des on
produce. There’s way too many problems.” Aside from having difficulty idengjffand
entering produce items, customers also frequently described having traartengc
items and coupons. Sometimes the problems were attributed to human error; as one
customer put it, “l always end up messing it up”.

More often, however, the problems were attributed to the technology and the dailure t
correctly scan and items. “We tried it,” a customer noted to a reporter, “bas just not
as helpful as you would think it would be. The computer just screws up and yells at you
the whole time. | would rather just wait in lin€*Indeed, reported noted that some
customers frustrated by problems with self-checkout simply choose to wayk aw

leaving the store and their items behind:

“The technology has flaws. If customer errors btimg machine to a halt, an attendant has to
intervene. If beer or cigarettes show up, the meahuts down until an attendant checks
identification. And if, for some reason, no attemidia near, self-checkout can slide into chaos. |
have seen it, and there's nothing pretty aboutdeserted machines, futilely repeating the same
commands in English and Spanish to customers whe &bandoned their carts and headed for

the parking lot.**?

151 Bysack.
152 Grimes.
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During the time | spent in stores talking with customers, | heard simédadates of
computer errors and conveyor belt backups. “Things don’t scan properly. They won’t
take the coupons,” stated a middle-aged female customer, to which another shopper
replied “There’s always something that doesn’t scan”. An exchange with aeraigeit!

female customer highlighted this sense of fatalism and exasperation:

Author: Do you think self-checkouts are more coneetthan regular checkout lanes?

Customer: When they perfect them.
Author: You mean in the future?

Customer: Yes. Well, maybe. Who knows...

Oddly enough, the same customer approached me later when exiting the store,
catching me in the parking lot at my car as | was taking notes on my visit totheSite
claimed she had used the self-checkout because of me and our exchange, and reported

encountering numerous problems:

“[S]lome of the items wouldn’t scan, it wouldn’t &kny [credit] card — they had to have someone
come over twice to help me! That's why there’'s ine$ [at the self-checkout] and people are

waitin’ in line for the regular [checkout lane].”
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Performance Anxiety

Waiting — or more specifically, a fear of making other customers wais-aiso cited
by several respondents. “I'm not a fan of making other people wait,” reported one
shopper, while another confessed “[I'm] afraid it will get hung up. | don’t want to make
people wait”. Customers were afraid that their own errors and mistaked result in a
longer wait — and perhaps nasty stares — from other customers. Given thheskdftit
is promoted with characterizations of ‘faster checkout’ and ‘shorter linesmagi
expect self-scanners to be more relaxed and happy than their brethrag imditie for
the cashier. Yet, as one journalist observed, the expectation for speedy checkout and

shorter lines means “the line with no cashier has the most impatient p&Sple”:

“Pressure? You don't know pressure until you'rinénself-checkout line at the grocery store and
your cauliflower doesn't scan and freezes the ceen@nd there's a line of shoppers shifting from
foot to foot, heaving deep sighs and giving youdhit eye because, obviously, you are keeping
them from attending to a matter of life and deatlth as catching the "Sopranos" episode they

forgot to TiVo.™*

William Grimes, a journalist for the New York Times newspaper, capturedehise of

‘performance anxiety’ describing his own experience in the self-checkaait la

“I dreaded the thought of standing before the magHbewildered, as fellow-shoppers cursed. As
it turned out, | did all of the cursing myself. iththe machine barked commands, accusing me of

moving my items in some unauthorized way, | scararairescanned frantically, trying to

153 Gemperlein, Joyce. 2006. “Self-Checkout? Just Wit.” The Washington Paslune 18.
154 i
Ibid.
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appease it. After paying by credit card and snatghifound that | had paid three times for one
box of screws. To undo the damage, | would havejtmn the line | had abandoned in the first

place. | left in a sweat, desperate for a drink>>.”

Frustrated with his initial experience, the author decided to make a sea@mngtatthen

the store was less crowded and the pressure less intense:

“Like MacArthur, | vowed to return. | picked an howhen the store was virtually empty, cutting

down on performance anxiety. | scanned. | paidftl’l

Allusions to Caesar aside, although shoppers may improve their scanning skills with
subsequent trips to the self-checkout lane, they may simply opt to sidestep the self-
checkout lane in order to avoid a potentially awkward or embarrassing situaglow. iB
an exchange | had with a middle-age customer highlighting why some shoppers may

avoid using self-checkouts:

Author: Why do you use the self-checkout?

Customer: [laughs] I've never used it!

Author: Why?

Customer: I'm intimidated. | feel like I'm going jam it. Everyone’s behind, waiting.
Author: Did you have problems?

Customer: It works fine, I've never had any prolde®@ne day I'll be brave enough! [laughs]

155 Grimes.
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Yet, in the same conversation she revealed that this avoidance was limited lfe the se
checkouts in supermarkets, confessing to having used the self-checkout &t a retai

hardware store:

Author: Have you always felt this way about seléckouts?

Customer: Only in supermarkets. I've used themankl Depot.

Author: Really? Why?

Customer: The lines were so long | got tired oftingi | said to myself, ‘you can do this?’

Like the reporter described earlier, she was proud of having conquered heetaars,
is hard to overlook the role fear and anxiety played in the transaction. When customers
make errors bringing the process to a halt, it may be perceived as anasstant or
inadequacy, requiring intervention. Indeed, a market study found that over half of the
respondents indicated that the one thing they disliked most about self-checkouts involved
transactions that are halted in midstream and require employee intervéhtice!f-
checkouts connote a ‘do-it-yourself’ ethos, halted transactions that requir@yempl
assistance may connote perceptions of helplessness and inadequacy.

Because self-checkouts are framed in terms of speed and reduced linegsitacreat
generalized expectation using these terms as guiding principle. Tee@fstomers
expect a fast checkout in the self-scan lane, and when it is their turn, imagitigeirow

performance is being evaluated by others — a sort of ‘looking-glasss#ié self-

1% sheldon and Buzek. “2006 North American Self-CloetiSystems,” p.7.
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checkout lane, in which imagined perceptions and judgments of the self elioig$eed

pride or shame.

The Value (and Cost) of Social Interaction

While some customers elected to go the traditional route in order to bypassapotenti
discomfort, others commented on the social interaction lost in ‘do-it-yourdsdi eff
the self-checkout lane. “[l] hate self-scan, hate it,” said one customer. Vdiskad her
why she replied, “’cause | like talking to people”. Additionally, as manguarged out,

some customers come to enjoy and expect interacting with cashiers.

Barry (Store Manager): | think people are fairlydbto their grocery store. Nowadays, you might
have two or three favorite grocery stores becaosé&e cherry picking the ads... But I've found
here, every store I've been in, you have a verglloyommitted base and if you have a veteran
staff they know those people and they care ab@mifThat's where some of the motivation is

[for shopping at a particular store].

Author: So some people come for that one-on-orexaation with a specific cashier or number of

cashiers?

Barry: Exactly. Yeah. There’s a handful of SupernFgooupies out there. Every store’s got ‘em.

Groupies or not, Barry’s comment highlights the value certain customers place upon
routine interactions with cashiers in the supermarket. “We know them — thegiraly
and it's a good social experience,” said a customer in describing heepefdéor

cashiers over self-scan.
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Regardless of the potential convenience or savings in time, some customersappear t

be ambivalent about eliminating social interaction in yet another sphererarer life:

“I'm not a fan of machines taking over people’s witon’t know. It eliminates social
interaction. | remember thinking about pay at therp and ATMs and shopping on the Internet
and how they're all eliminating social interactienyou know, interacting with other people. And
I’'m not saying it's bad, but it is changing how de things”

- Female customer, age 27

The comment above highlights the increasingly electronic and automatedafature
today’s economy, in which consumers can manage their bank accounts and transfer funds
online, deduct cash from their account at an ATM, buy a plane or movie ticket on the
Internet, and check-in at the airport all without interacting with a simghean being.

Yet, while some customers bemoan the loss of social interaction, others appear t
prefer self-checkout for precisely that reason. According to Robbie Blinkoff, painci
anthropologist and managing partner of Context-Based Research Group iroBaltim
isn't because of a diminished value on social interaction. "Younger people have
discovered which situations are face-to-face-worthy and which are ndahdfoya
grocery store transaction does not qualify,” states BlinR6fh the language of
sociologists Emile Durkheim ([1912] 1995) and Erving Goffman (1967), comments such
as these would seem to suggest that face-to-face interaction — the vengexchace’

itself — may increasingly be understood not only be ‘sacred’ but scarcetoFaoe-

157 Gemperlein.
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interactions and the face itself becomes something to be conserved and cherigbed, not
be wasted or spent on such ‘profane’ and mundane encounters as the checkout lane.
Nevertheless, these findings raise an important question: is there agefatence
for self-checkout among younger shoppers? My survey results indicatesihatadents
who preferred self-checkout were in fact, on average, younger than those who those
favoring the face-to-face interaction of the cashiers’ lane; those wiesneeself-
checkouts averaged 32.7 years of age compared to the average of 52.6 years among thos
preferring the cashiers’ larté® These results corroborate IHL executive Greg Buzek’s
findings on age-based differences in regards to preferences at the checkout lane
According to Buzek’s research, twenty-one percent of 19-35 year olds polleatetti
that they use the self-checkouts because they just don’t want to deal with people. Only
fourteen percent of 36-55 year olds opt for self-checkout, while ninety-ficeqtesf
those above that age group prefer human interaction with cashiériane.
Assuming these findings reflect a real difference, why do younger shqoefens
self-checkouts? One oft-cited reason is that today’s tech-savvy youngeatgerseare
simply a product of their environment, having grown up immersed in a world filkad wi

iPods, laptops, and cell phones:

Michelle (Store Manager): “It's for the [younger®meration,”

Peter (Store Manager): “Some customers, | guesspatechnology. You know computers and

everything out there. They enjoy using it.”

138 More detailed comparisons between age categoges mot included due to low sampling counts.
Because, in some cases, there were only a fewndspts in a given age category, the resultant rates
cannot be viewed as reliable nor accurate estinudité® population.

159 Figures reproduced from those cited in Gemperlein.
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Buzek notes a strong correlation between those who regularly use self-chetkouts i
stores and those who use it in other places, such as the airport or at the banklyBasical
the more you are accustomed to interfacing with a computer, the more you hiee it
says-°° A recent marketing study highlighted this relationship, finding that consumers
who had used self-service kiosks at airports were significantly more tikedyport liking
self-checkout®*

A well-supported principle in social psychology is that proximity and frequency of
interaction breeds liking (McPherson et al. 2001; Bornstein 1989; Zajonc 1968). This
pattern extends to objects as well as people, implying that customers maydiketzak
means of conducting transactions simply because they are familian@ncheered
frequently in everyday life. As younger generations grow up in an economic lpadsca
that is increasingly automated, they may in turn come to desire and exjpachtnat
exchanges such as self-checkout.

Generational differences aside, there may also be some who opt for self-checkout
simply due to fatigue from spending all day working with people. When interviewing
managers, | asked them not only about their views on the technology as managers but
also their own personal views as customers. Although their responses varngd, Ba

stood out, and highlights potentially another, perhaps more subtle, reason:

Author: When you yourself shop, which do you preféhe cashier lane or self-checkout?

Barry: | prefer the self-checkouts.

10 Gemperlein.
181 Sheldon and Buzek. “2006 North American Self-CloetiSystems,” p.6.
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Author: You prefer the self-checkouts.

Barry: | don't wanna’ talk to a cashier. | don’t mao have to do small talk. You do it all day

long. | don’t even shop in my own store anymore éWit's time to go home | go.

In an increasingly service-based economy, those who engage in what Hochschild
(1983) terms “emotion work” may seek respite in the solitude of the self-checkeut la
For people like Barry, who spend eight or more hours a day working with people, the
absence of social interaction may in fact make self-checkotgalluring rather than

less.

Challenges to Sovereignty: Who is in Control?

Customers who preferred to use self-checkout cited another factor asormiok
Newspaper articles suggested that some shoppers enjoyed the sense of etimgahe
pace and checking item prices. “I feel like I'm in control of my own timegd toshopper
to a reporter, while another noted “[yJou can go at your own pa¢&ven self-scan
manufacturers note the importance of control, claiming that their product isggivin
someone the power to do what they want to'dd.”

In the course of my own interviews, one female customer confessed that shregref
self-checkout because she was a ‘control freak’. “I just prefer it. Bong&rol freak. | like

doing it myself, bagging things the way | want. I'm a control freak. | don't like they
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bag [items] in the regular lane,” she said. Customers using self-checkout daeibag
groceries however they please, which may appeal to shoppers who sort bags at home or
want their items packed a certain way. For example, shoppers may elea tehain

items place in bags designated for the pantry, while those walking home may want
double or triple bagging of their purchases to protect and ensure they arrivenkexche |

Other shoppers prefer self-checkout because it allows them to check prodsct pric
Instead of the awkwardness of peering over the cashiers’ shoulder to see thesproduct
being ringed up on the register, customers can scan and check each individual items’
price. Michelle, who manages the store at Travelers’ Gate, exgiesssurprise at her
elderly clientele’s response. Based on what had previously happened at Celfagey Vi
Michelle had expected to find resistance among older shoppers. Yet, she founchthat ma
of her older patrons embraced the technology, in part, she said, because it allotwes the
check the price of items.

Indeed, self-checkout may appeal to some customers because it provide®a sense
control and autonomy. Dr. Kathleen Kirby, a licensed psychologist and part-time
professor at the University of Louisville, suggests that part of thetdimaand
popularity in self-checkouts may be due to the perception of their offering marelc
to the consumerS?* Social psychologists, for example, note the positive association
between control, mastery, and self-esteem, highlighting the notion that peopéelikg f
in control and will avoid situations in which they are not (Turner and Rozell 1994; Gecas
1989). Researchers also note the association of self-control with indicatae-béimng,
and suggest perceptions of self-control may promote better health outcomes (Pudrovska

et al. 2005; Pearlin and Pioli 2003; Mirowsky 1995). Accordingly, self-checkouts may

184 Trask.
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offer shoppers what they perceive to be a less stressful and more empowamsgie
purchasing weekly goods at the grocery store. Rather than depending upon cashiers and
checkout clerks to confirm product prices and ensure proper bagging, customers may
elect to ‘do-it-yourself’, ensuring the outcome is tailored to their spatifins.

Yet customers are far from being completely autonomous, independent participants.
On countless occasions, | witnessed what appeared to be a re-enactmentrof the fil
Modern Timesin which Charlie Chaplin, playing a factory worker, struggles to keep up
with the pace of the assembly line (a skit re-enacted years laterchie 1Ball on the
sitcom ‘I Love Lucy’). The underlying notion being depicted is that under industria
production processes — and the assembly line, in particular — it is the machine, not the
worker, is setting the pace. There is also the implication of some loss of control, or
perhaps even power; indeed, when factories began using large machinery andyassembl
lines, some employees responded by sabotaging the machines that threatened to usurp
their power on the shopfloor.

Here, the issue is not with production but consumption, yet arguably the same
underlying dynamics apply. Like industrial production, we have a scenario in wiich ne
technology is being introduced to the workplace. And, as has been documented in
industrial work (Burawoy 1979), those affected by the new technology hamge to
express their displeasure or frustration via acts of sabotage or res{3tacker 1993).
Indeed, one of the major criticisms of the labor process perspective hasslfeenston
control and management structures (Knights and Willmott 1990; Bray aret 0i988).
Adopting a dialectical approach towards understanding workplace relations, this

theoretical perspective has been criticized for being overly structuaeaingltoo much
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emphasis upon the constraining and coercive aspects of technology and management and
too little upon the agency and consciousness of individual workers (Jaros 2001). As a
result, labor process scholars have increasingly shifted their focus towdetstanding

how and why workers resist the encroachment of management and technologyaas well

the role of worker consciousness (Knights 1990; Willmott 1990).

Applying this shifting focus from the sphere of production to consumption implies
shifting a focus from structures of control, coercion, and manipulation towards tne tha
also incorporates and acknowledges the agency and consciousness of consumers. In
practice, this means focusing not simply on advertising, ‘spectacles’, mgrkatd the
‘means of consumption’ but also tbensumeland how consumers confront and
negotiate such structures.

Additionally, consumers are different from workers in important ways. Enggaye
constrained by the underlying basis of their relationship to the business. Wanking f
someone else, be it a person or a corporation, involves abdicating a degree ofauthorit
and submitting ones’ labor in exchange for wages or salary. Consumers are not bound by
similar constraints; they are not formally employed by the business flooh whey are
purchasing goods or services. In fact, it is this absence of formal subordinatien i
market that led economists such as Hutt to comment that ‘the customer is king'.
Customers can choose when and where to buy, and whether to buy at all. And in the
American economy, there are often a multitude of different businesses framtehi
choose.

In the case of self-checkouts, consumers can and do resist. As managers noted, some

customers frustrated by self-checkout may simply walk away (i.e kofial).
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Customers are under no obligation to use self-checkout, nor are they required to continue
to use it once a transaction has begun. Thus, consumers may aspire to remain sovereign
and resist submitting to new business practices and procedures such as self-cAsckout
managers highlighted, self-checkout in SuperFood stores is presented to thercastome

an ‘option’, not a mandate. And, in certain cases stores may yield to customerepressur
such as those which removed, reduced, or relocated self-checkouts in response to
complaints.

But in order to successfully complete a transaction using self-checkout sesprire
accommodation on the part of customers, who must follow prompts correctly in order to
complete their transactions. Control, in this case, is a two-way street; daesmeay
encroach upon customers by asking them to ‘do-it-yourself’, but ultimately depend upon
customers’ willful submission. And consumers who consent to using self-checkouts may
ultimately have to reconcile the notion that they are no longer in control of the tramsact
but are merely participants, following prompts and pushing buttons.

Therefore, in terms of consumer sovereignty, this means that the customer’or ‘king
seeking speedy and convenient checkout in the self-scan lane may be askedte abdic
the throne, albeit temporarily, and yield authority to the machine. Upon completing
transaction, the monarch may resume his rightful place, forgetting heiwdwaitted
himself to anyone, let alone a machine, and leave the store a free and sowrsigner

once again.
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Faster Checkout?: The False Promise of Self-Checkout

The single greatest reason customers gave for choosing self-checkepeaghs
corroborating previous results found in market research studies. “They're qutisker
fast. No lines,” noted one customer, while another commented, “it’s faster thargvirai
line.” Even some of the managers | interviewed expressed their prefevesed

checkout in terms of speed:

Author: Let's get back to you as a shopper. Youysaylove it — why?

Karen: Love it.

Author: Why do you love it?

Karen: It's so convenient, you're in and you're.dubve it.

Author: You think it's faster than going througtetregular checkout?

Karen: Yes. Mmhm. | was in a SuperFood last week mmatter of fact and a lot of the customers
were in cashier lanes because they were afraig this new system. | ran straight to it. And Itjus

love it. | was in and out and they were still iesk long lines.

Indeed, much of the appeal of self-checkout appears to be in its promise of faster
checkout and shorter lines. To understand the appeal of these claims, one must
understand the degree to which American consumers dislike waiting in line. A survey of
shoppers on the cusp of the holiday shopping season found that nearly sixty percent cited
long checkout lines as the number one complaint of the holiday shopping ¥&ason.

Self-checkout promises customers relief from long lines. NCR’s product brochure

claims FastLane “delivers by speeding up the check-out process”, whils Hskerts

185 CRM Today2004. “Tis the Season for Self Checkout, Imp@ustomer Service, and Intelligent
Shopping Tools.” December 8.
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their self-scan product “[p]rovide[s] a faster checkout experience founmrs.**° How
do they do it? “Adding self checkout lanes means adding more open lanes, which helps to
shorten lines and provide a faster checkout experience for the consumer,” ivbtes 1B
while NCR adds that “retailers report up to a 40 % reduction in average queué®fime.”

Faster checkout, shorter lines. But is it true? Home Depot seems to think so. fThe sel
checkout has reduced length of lines by a third and the time spent in lines by’a third,
said John Simley, spokesperson for Home Depot. “We estimate that 30 percent of all
sales are made through self-checkout at stores equipped with*fii@arty Scher,
spokesperson for Giant Food, Inc. agrees. “They enable customers to get ostarkthe
quicker,” he say$®®

Reports from journalists, however, suggest otherwise. One reporter exatimning
self-checkout trend at a store in New York City reported “cart-to-aaffid in the self-
checkout lanes, while another simply concluded that “the machines are riastmny
than human checker$” Why? According to some shoppers, there are simply too many
product codes and variations in items. “l suppose if a person has a very few items, the
scanner may be a fast option. However, on produce it is impossible. There are so many
kinds of onions, potatoes and fruits with different prices. You have to know the name of
each kind, which takes up too much time and effort to do,” told a shopper to a réforter.

My interviews with customers found similar complaints regarding produdtswtit

labels, especially produce. “If they all had UPC'’s, it'd be boom, boom, boom!” noted a

1% NCR “NCR FastLane,” p.1.; “IBM Checkout Environnidéar Consumer Service Software,” p.3.
1671BM, “IBM Checkout Environment for Consumer-SemiSoftware,” p.3; NCR, “NCR FastLane,” p.1.
18 Bhatnagar.
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customer. Instead, purchasing products without UPC labels requires cudimseasch
through electronic code books, matching pictures and names of produce to the items in
guestion and then weighing it on the electronic scale. This not only adds to the checkout
time, but can also lead to frustration and confusion as customers sort through produce
codes or struggle to determine the precise type of produce in question.

Indeed, my field notes indicated numerous cases in which customers fumbled and
fiddled with items, searching for bar codes and struggling to enter producelidiad,
more often than not cashiers and checkout clerks were required to assist ugsnge
self-checkout. At Century Village, Sarah reported having to assist neaely percent
of the customers, while at Travelers’ Gate | couldn’t even complete gt interview
with Henry because he was frantically trying to keep up with the pace of @rstom
requiring assistance.

Analysts also cite what some may feel is a misunderstanding in eseKech
etiquette. According to Michael Banks, partner and owner of Select Markeihg
“[tlhe #1 way to speed up checkouts,” he wrote, “is to slap shoppers upside the head and

remind them of where they aré®

"Are you going to write a check? Then have it pmitten (except for the amount) and have
your pen in hand to fill in the remaining informati You've got plenty of time to do this as
you wait for other idiots to check out. Are you ggito pay in cash? Then have it in your
freakin' hand. Are you going to use plastic? Theridmiliar with how it works: Swipe it

according to directions. . . . Speaking of purdesy't take forever to reload all the crap you've
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removed from your purse during your transactiorinklof the people behind you, and toss it

into your purse for later reorganizatior{*'

While some of this critique entails a societal redefinition of checkout etigutedlso
implies a subtle, albeit significant, reorienting of shoppers’ habits and behiavader
to streamline sales transactions via self-checkout. Rather than gatetive customer,
comments such as those above imply that customers ought to in fact cater tokbatchec
process — in this case, a computerized checkout machine — reflecting back to the
previously discussed issue of ‘control’.

There are also numerous doubts regarding the purported speed of self-checkout,
illustrated in experiments and tests conducted by the medidewsY ork Timeseporter

William Grimes learned, the speed of self-checkout may in fact be illusory:

“The entire process may go more quickly, but trensing itself does not, as | found when | went
mano a mano against an experienced Stop & Shojecagle each scanned the same 10 items.
My opponent not only scanned and bagged in 20 siscoat also managed to slip in a greeting,

"Welcome to Stop & Shop." It took me one minutd 45 seconds, without bagging®

A similar study by the magazi@ood Housekeepingelded similar results. Testing
new high-tech methods of completing everyday tasks against older, establethedsn
the magazine found that in many cases, the new high-tech methods in fact took longer.
For example, they compared how long it took to purchase movie tickets at a box office to

the amount of time it took to order them online. They found that the average time it took
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the tester to get the ticket from the box office was two minutes and fodgdsedhe

average time it took online was five minutes and twenty-four seconds. How did self-
checkouts measure up to regular checkout? Tests found the average time tcecamplet
purchase using self-checkout was five minutes and thirty-three secontksrthas the
average time of six minutes and fifty-five seconds it took testers usinggtare

checkout. This would appear to suggest that self-checkouts are in fact fastéetha
tradition checkout lane. However, they noted that if there are an equal number of people
waiting in line at each lane, the regular checkout lane is actually f4ster.

The reason the regular lane may be faster reflects the underlying ectragsaf the
various actors involved, and highlights a key factor — skill. Although customers may be
eager to scan their own items, oftentimes they struggle to locate hard to findgproduc
codes or distinguish the difference between various types of apples. idfsexcbnd-
place finish, Grimes noted, “[iln my defense, let it be noted that the cashier Kkitleev a
produce codes by heart. | had to use the picture dictionary on the touch screen, which, in
truth, is lots of fun, but burns precious second8The IHL Consulting Group found
similar results to th&ood Housekeepingxperiment in their study, noting “the actual
transaction process is faster with staffed checkout because of the ecgpefigme
checker and the avoidance of delays from the security feature of theeektah
devices.*”’

Although much of what cashiers do is considered to be unskilled work, there is a
considerable degree of knowledge concerning products codes and their locations on

various items and products. And with countless hours of experience under their belts,

175 ABC News2004. “Shaving Off Minutes.” April 26.
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cashiers can perfect the technique of scanning even those hard-to-scamitaires. |
words, shoppers are economic amateurs and dilettantes, eager to take the reins from
cashiers, yet do so with considerably less skill and precision. There is hope riagaspi
shoppers-cum-cashiers, however; Grimes notes that with practice, as avblt a$

expert advice, shoppers may eventually catch up to the cashiers:

“By this time, my scanning technique was under m@nMike Vittorio, a technical specialist at
Stop & Shop, analyzed my motion and offered ontictgim, which | pass along to rookies. Do not
go into contortions trying to make the bar codeeftiee beam underneath the glass plate. A mirror
set at right angles to the glass picks up the bde if you pass the item naturally, in an upright

position.™"®

In fact, most of the customers | interviewed stated that they thougegthlarrlane —
not the self-checkout — was faster (see Table 14). When asked why they thought the
regular lane was faster, customers gave reasons that highlighteerdiéfein skills and

experience between cashiers and customers:

Author: Why do you think the regular lane is fagtean self-checkout?

Customer: They're faster because they know albtreodes and stuff.

Author: Why do you think the regular lane is fagtean self-checkout?
Customer: They're professionals at what they deyldan probably do it at a faster pace than

someone like me.

78 |bid.
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Author: Do you think self-checkout is faster?

Customer: No, ‘cause people mess up and then ywitbavait!

Author: Do you think self-checkout is faster?
Customer: No, because | make mistakes or do songetiin not supposed to [do] and the

machine stops.

Those who responded “it depends” frequently cited a number of contingent factors,
including the number of items and the length of the line, but also the skill and experience

of the user:

Yeah. Well, if you know what you're doing

It depends on who's doing it. I'm really slow bubét some people [can] do it faster than the

cashiers.”

It all depends on the person in front of you

They can be. It depends on how much you have amdhe&hyou know what you're doing, how

the machine works. If you get stuck behind somesine doesn’t know what they’re doing it can

be really slow. But if they know what they’re doitigan be pretty quick.

The sentiment that “it all depends on the person in front of you” was echoed by nrsanager

as well, whose comments underscore the contingent factors of skill and experience:
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Author: So do you think they're [i.e., self-checksjUfaster than going through the regular

checkout?

Barry: They can be. They can be. | hate waitintin@ behind some people, some customers

because they don’t know, they’re not- they donitédhany experience.

Author: So whether or not they're faster depends on

Barry: It's all the operator. Whoever’s using ithdéver’s using it. And | have the uncanny ability
to get behind the worst customers in the worldcked the wrong one. | picked the one where the

guy can't get the system to work.

Because many customers have little or no experience in retail saleg pérnaps
come as no surprise that they fail to see self-checkout as a fastetaléeto the
cashiers’ lane. Yet, among managers, who are experienced in retail, #seaa w
expressed sense that for them self-checkout was in fact a fasteate to waiting in

line.

Rachel: | find myself, when | have to shop, | [ge#f-checkout].
Author: So when you shop you pick to do it. Whyyaw pick to do it?

Rachel: Because, I- [laughs] Because I'm probabityt &aster.

Rick: You know, | go through there in no time. Bulten you get the ones that don’t know the

produce codes and you get the kid to come ovehahmthem with it — then it will slow things up.

In sum, whether or not self-checkouts are a faster alternative to ther dgrdkout

lane depends upon a number of factors. Individual factors include the number of items,
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the type of items (produce vs. nonperishables), and the overall experience andfskill of t
person operating it. But there are external factors as well, such asgtiedéhnes and

the aforementioned characteristics of the shoppers ahead in line. Additionally, thi
assumes that there are no computer malfunctions or glitches in the apefatie

machines. As noted in the previous chapter, self-checkouts require considerable
maintenance and are prone to occasional malfunctions and errors.

Yet, in an experimental head-to-head competition, in which these factors were
controlled, self-checkouts failed to beat the regular cashiers. This would sesyyésts
that self-checkouts are in fact not faster than the regular checkout lane. Execw#ive
of a company that manufactures self-checkouts acknowledged this fang #tati“if
you factor in the wait time and the number of items, self-checkout isn’t fa&ter.”

So why do some shoppers believe self-checkouts are faster?

(Not) Keeping Time

Psychology suggests that it may simply be a cognitive error based incejxjwer
and attention. Psychologists Anthony Chaston and Alan Kingstone (2004) recently
published research which suggests that the more attention is involved in a padstylar t
the shorter the estimated amount of time to complete the task is given. According t
Chaston, there are two types of time estimation; prospective estimation, whialesvol
estimating the time requirdgeforecompleting a task, and retrospective estimation,

which involves giving an estimagdter the task has been completed. According to
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Chaston, we tend to be much better at prospective estimation than retrospective

estimation:

"There's generally a big difference between prospeand retrospective time estimations. In our
society, we're pretty good with prospective estemaMost of us wear watches, and anyway, we're

pretty good at keeping track of the time in our dsifbecause we have to, for most of our regular

daily lives.”®

Similarly, sociologists studying time diaries note discrepanciegebatwhat time
people believe is spent doing certain activities and what time is actuaily 3pken
Robinson and Geoffrey Godbey’s (1997) research finds that people tend to mistakenly
think they have less free time than ever, when in fact theyrhave Only when we
begin to keep an objective record of how we spend our time, they suggest, do we get
accurate estimates.

In other words, human perception of time is subjective and prone to error; without
close monitoring of a watch or other objective measure of time, it is easy tamlose a
accurate sense of how much time has in fact passed. Assuming most of us do not live in a
Taylorized world of time-motion studies like the Gilbreth family or routirkep time
diaries, we likely have a biased and inaccurate sense of how much time we spend
engaged in various activities, extending all the way to the checkout line. Beedfuse
checkout makes customersaustiveparticipant — scanning, weighing, bagging — it masks

the time that would otherwise have been spent passively waiting.
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The result, according to NCR executive Tracy Flynn, is that “people usingifthe s
service linefeelthey are getting out of the store more quick."Whether or not they
actually are is difficult to assess, in part, because few of us accuraabyura how we

spend our time in such activities.

Summary

This chapter began by posing two basic questions: why are self-checkouts being
introduced, and do self-checkouts deliver on their promise of ‘faster’ checkout? Althoug
the first question was raised in an earlier chapter, here the question fieaibedirected
at the relationship between businesses and consumers. At issue is the primacy and powe
of the consumer; are consumers the powerful force that businesses make them,out to be
driving the self-checkout trend through demand? Or are they simply the recipmnts
perhaps participants — in a new business strategy aimed at cutting costs?

While self-checkout manufacturers assert that the self-checkout tremugisibheen
by consumer demand, there is in fact little merit to their claim. Rathes#ian
checkouts, consumer research indicates most customers want simple asectitias
visible prices, printed receipts, and the ability to pay through cash, check, or credit
My own survey of customer attitudes found that given a choice, most custoners stil
prefer the regular checkout lane to self-scan, highlighting the desiresforsbare
amenities and services over high-tech gadgetry and electronic deuitesigh

shoppers may use self-checkouts, they are not a ‘must have’ item nor do they influence
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customers’ decisions of where to shop. In fact, some customers would prefenstores
have self-checkouts at all.

Claims that self-checkout is a faster alternative to the checkout lintsar@ubious.
Experimental research, as well as anecdotal evidence, indicates tlthtesglbut is in
factslower, not faster, than the cashier-operated checkout lane. Why? Part of it involves
skill and experience, factors which may seem quite peculiar given the fatttettashier
occupation is technically considered unskilled and subject to a high rate of turnayer (i
involves little experience). Yet, skill and experience arguably playieatniole;
knowing produce codes and hard-to-find bar codes can shave off seconds.

External factors play a role, too. To paraphrase what | was told, self-checbolyt is
as fast as the person in front of you. While we might treat the rate of speegiiena
lane as being a function of the number and type of items as well as the lemggh iof |
the self-checkout lane skill varies, too. The speed of an individual transaction depends
not only on how many items they have or whether or not they have to key in and weigh
produce; it also depends on how experienced they are and whether or not they are able to
successfully negotiate the series of steps and sequences presented tahtbeaxt€rnal
factors play a role, too: long lines, customers with lots of items, and simple @mput
error or mechanical malfunction will add to the time to checkout. If they want¢o sa
time, most customers would be better off waiting in the checkout line rather thmanttry
‘do-it-yourself’.

Beneath these questions lie deeper issues regarding consumer sovereigaikeind m
solutions to everyday problems. Are consumers sovereign? In the case of delute

consumers, customers would appear to have some degree of influence and power. After
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all, customers can ultimately refuse to use them and can elect to shop elsesndere
means of expressing their refusal. Self-checkouts were in fact removedédreral
stores due to the severity of criticism from customers. Although some miglet trat
this in turn simply reflects’ managements influence — that the chain, and not the
customers, actually dictates the trend — it is hard to claim such without noting the
pressure and influence of customers.

But, customers are not all-powerful. Ultimately, customers do not control dfle ret
environment itself. As Underhill (1999) notes, it is up to individual store managers to
ascertain how best to organize a store in order to attract customers and msalesze
Customers may abuse, manipulate, or avoid self-checkouts, but ultimately it is up to the
store and its parent company to decide when, where, and how many self-checkouts to
install. Accordingly, | find it best to characterize consumption, like productioa, as
‘contested terrain’, in which consumers and producers struggle to define and tentrol
consumption process (Edwards 1979).

A second key issue addressed in this chapter is whether or not self-chedkeaillis ac
deliver on what they promise to consumers. Self-checkouts promise consuneers fast
checkout, yet findings indicate they often take as long, if not longer, as tharreg
cashier. In part, this is due to customers’ lack of skill and technical experrndbere
are external constraints over which consumers have little control, includingnitzer of
items and relative skill and experience of the customers in front of them asswell
possible computer malfunction. Those customers who do manage to get through faster do
so because of their superior scanning technique and experience; esstmaligflect a

successful socialization process aimed at turning customers intaltciieekout
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cashiers, customers, who as managers put, have “bought into” self-service artd what i
requires of them as customers.

Like other consumer products, self-checkout appears to offer a ‘false sdiigon’
very real — albeit mundane — problem faced by consumers. Critics of consuiues c
assert that part of the problem lies in the nature of the goods produced and the syste
producing them; in order to maintain consumption and profit, businesses must continually
create ‘false needs’ and desires that can only be met through the consumption of goods
and services (Slater 1997; Meadows 1992). In this case, self-checkouts are ghiemnote
the solution to not just waiting in line but to customers’ needs and desires for control,
choice, and speedy checkout.

Yet, market research clearly shows this is not what consumers actaat|ymwost
customers simply want basic amenities such as the ability to pay througlsvaeans
and customer service in the form of friendly staff. Customers want technaa@gy a
means, not as an end in itself.

Nor are these promises fulfilled. In most cases, self-checkout is notstentfean the
regular cashier lane. Likewise, one could argue that there is less contrtii@ebeckout
process, as customers are required to consent to participate in a transactich imeyhi
follow the commands and prompts of a machine.

Despite any deception or manipulation, it is worth examining precisely wiat ea
party gets from the exchange. In the case of self-checkouts, businesses@pske
out like bandits. Like the ‘just-in-time’ flexible production processes thatacterize
post-Fordist manufacturing, self-checkouts allow stores to obtain only the redpiisit

and only at the requisite time, eliminating the cost and expenses assatsldck
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periods and idle labdf? Not only is this labor timely, it is also essentidlige With
self-checkout, stores get customers to perform certain tasks for fteeotid otherwise
require stores to pay employees wages. Quite convenient for stores, indeed.

What do consumers get? Instead of feeling condemned or restricted to the checkout
line, consumers now have a choice of where and how to spend their time during checkout
They can stand idle waiting in line browsing magazines and candy bars oathegtdo
‘do-it-yourself’ in the self-checkout aisle. Regardless of the choiceplysimving a
choice may be of value to customers, especially those accustomed to a rangmsf opt
Self-checkout also offers customers a sense of speed and control. Whether or not they
actually do is, for businesses, largely irrelevant; what matters petoeption As the
‘Thomas theorem’ asserts, when people perceive things to be true or real cihvg be
such in their consequences. In the case of self-checkouts, this means that diven if se
checkouts are neither faster nor provide more control, the perception that they do may
lead customers to use théffiLastly, self-checkout offers a refuge those who dislike
dealing with cashiers or feel exhausted by the niceties of faceaarfeeraction. In a
society in which people are increasingly closing themselves off from atleesinboth at
the macro level (e.g., residential segregation) as well as the microday.eiffod
earphones), self-checkouts allow shoppers to eliminate social interactiorhérom t
experience of shopping.

In sum, although consumers are perhaps far from sovereign in respect to the use of

self-checkouts, many consumers do not necessarily feel exploited or ‘rippdd p#it,

182 Eor more on flexible production, just-in-time méaxcturing, and post-industrial systems of work, see
Alcaly (2003), Castells (2000), and Harvey (1990).

183 The ‘Thomas theorem’ refers to W.| Thomas’s obation that when people define situations as real,
they become real in their consequences (Thoma3laoohas 1928; see also Merton 1995).
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this reflects the way in which labor is decommodified through the rhetoridlgagcr
self-checkout as a ‘choice’ or ‘option’; consumers, after all, are conseatthgir use
and have other alternatives to checkout. Moreover, although self-checkouts are in fact not
any faster, certain aspects of self-checkouts obscure and minimigersegyof difference
in speed.

Far from feeling exploited, shoppers described their feelings and posfere
regarding self-checkouts in ways that highlight the significancenah@ber of aspects of
the consumption process. First, some consumers value autonomy and choice; the ability
to ‘do-it-yourself’ is valued by certain customers and perhaps bears a watetunto
itself. Similarly, the option to choose self-checkout presents customers witica.c
Whether or not this ‘choice’ reflects a true diversity of options is debatadilhey
appearance of having a choice may give shoppers the sense that they have some control
and power over the checkout process. Second, even if self-checkouts are not actually
faster or empowering, it highlights a basic principle of social psychaogcerning the
power of perception. As W.I. Thomas (1928) observed, perceptions of reality influence
human behavior and therefore have a direct effect and consequence. Self-chrmakouts
not in fact be faster, but the feeling — the perception — that they areisgstehaps
sufficient to elicit and endorse their use. In short, self-checkouts may nagrdmti all of
their promises, but they do deliver things of value to customers, even if they &e mor

rooted in perception than fact.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

“As technology advances, it reverses the characteristics of every situation again and

again. The age of automation is going to be the age of "do it yourself".
- Marshall McLuhan, communications theorist anchaubf
Understanding Medi§1964).

“We're changing the world with technology.”
- Bill Gates, American entrepreneur and foundevafrosoft.

Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?

As Chapter 4 (‘Why Adopt Self-Checkouts?’) illustrates, the reasonoi@sst
adopting self-checkout is characterized by debate rather than consensiicaBpethe
ways in which the various stakeholders involved characterize and frame the intnoducti
of self-checkouts reflects their underlying economic interests and motigati
Manufacturers, for example, are essentially making a sales pitch,ieghorthains such
as SuperFood the various economic benefits reaped through the use of their product.
Similarly, managers largely confined their views on self-checkouts to #neas in
which they themselves are most centrally involved and invested: sales, thefgfeing. st
In turn, the labor union and workers cited reasons involving employment and labor costs,
highlighting their economic stake and interest in employnfadordingly, the overall
picture is one in which each group is struggling to define the situation in terms that
underscore their legitimacy and interests.

This lack of consensus regarding the issue is in itself noteworthy. It sitigaghere
is still room for parties to maneuver, to frame the adoption of self-checkouts in various
ways that call into question the motives of the other parties. For example, NGshedbl

a paper titled ‘Reality Check on Self-Checkout’, claiming to separate thefioypéact;
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implicit in its title is the contention that there are false or misinforme@regarding
self-checkout$®*

Yet, my results clearly indicate that most consumers regard selecite@as simply a
new twist on an age-old effort by businesses to cut costs. In other words, whalmther
still be considerable debate, my findings suggest there is a coalessing\the public
that the shift towards self-service in the retail food industry has nothing tdhilthem
or their needs and everything to do with stores’ goals of cutting costs.

Ultimately, there has to be some question as to the relative degree of aglncy eac
group has in regard to the introduction of this new technology. Ultimately, | argsie, it
the stores themselves that decide; after all, they control the structure@umdolistheir
store and determine what services and/or amenities they will offer. Teyenty feel
pressured to meet customers’ demands, but they also have to operate within the budget of
a business, weighing potential costs against future gains. Similarly, mamesanay
seduce both manufacturers and the general public with promises of fasterutloec
lower labor costs, but ultimately it is up to the parties to decide. And in business,
although the customer may always be right, the customer does not necegsamiye

board of directors nor design the layout and features of a particular store.

The Employment Paradox

A second major question posed concerned the effect of self-checkouts on the nature of

work and employment in the retail food industry. Critics — especially the labam and

184 NCR, “Reality Check on Self Checkout.”
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its representatives — alleged that self-checkouts were being used to putqueapbieork
and erode hard-fought wages and benefits.

Yet, my findings found little to support such allegations, though perhaps for reasons
that have little to do with self-checkouts themselves. First, employmestistaindicate
that rather than decline, supermarkets, and the retail sector more lgeapp@ar to be
experiencing a relativgrowthin employment and employment associated costs. Indeed,
to paraphrase Nobel prize wining economist Robert Solow, the economic effedfs of se
checkouts appear to be everywhere except in the statistics.

Yet statistics only explamhatthe employment patterns in fact are; they offer little
explanation as twhysuch trends are occurring. My interviews with managers, as well as
workers and their union, helps to explain why this is. According to managers, stores
wanted to hirenorelabor not less; struggling to cope with constant turnover and a tight
low-wage labor market, managers argued that if anything, self-checkeut helping
them to cope with staffing shortfalls and turnover.

Second, managers argued that even if they could reduce some demand for labor by
using self-checkouts, they still needed someone there to monitor the machines. In pa
this reflects the problems associated with introducing any new technologyrattol a
environment; stores need to help transition customers into using new products and
methods of shopping.

Yet, even once customers adjust to self-checkouts, managers arguedl thesgdsti
to staff them simply to curb customer theft and abuse. Although self-checkouts have

number of anti-theft devices, they are still prone to manipulation and abuse. Accqrdingly
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managers stressed having to staff the self-checkout lanes if only to previéoffsvand
other forms of ‘shrink’.

Additionally, managers noted that the use of self-checkouts was limited and
constrained by internal controls. Issues from the company set limitsclosaae as to
how many customers they wanted going through self-checkout. The readuestor t
internal benchmarks was to ensure that most customers still experiencedafaae
interaction with staff. Equating human interaction with quality of servicegstonited
the use of self-checkout in order to project a public perception of human customer
service.

Moreover, according to managers, self-checkouts were far from perfect;
malfunctioning machines and the need for regular maintenance meant stores could not
always depend upon their use. Therefore, while managers often extolled theofirtues
having a semi-permanent employee, there also seemed to be a parallel redimdancy
having human staff.

Most importantly, though, was the labor agreement in place that formaligtesstr
the use of technology. The labor contract specifically prohibited using technology t
eliminate jobs or displace current employees. This meant that even if it cdutere
stores dependence upon paid labor through the use of self-checkout, the labor contract
kept it from doing so in practice by protecting jobs and current employees.

In short, a number of economic and social barriers preclude self-checkouts from
having an adverse effect on employment patterns. The potential for theft, tiectalesi

offer human customer service, the problems and maintenance required dhesktiuts,
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the internal limits imposed by the chain, and the collective bargaining agmeenall of

these factors mitigate and limit any potential adverse effect on gmeid.

Deskilling or Reskilling?

A different, albeit related, question regarding the effect of self-checkautork
concerns the issue sKill. Specifically, does the use of self-checkouts erode workers’
skills (i.e., ‘deskilling’) or would there be some sort of upgrading of skill remergs
resulting from the use of such new technology (i.e., ‘reskilling’ or ‘skill ugig)?

It is hard to assert any notion of deskilling, given that the occupation affected —
cashier — is already considered to be unskilled. Most of what needs to be known is
learned on the job, and the limited extent of training — as little as a day or twgests
that the occupation is indeed limited in skill requirements; as one manager pu it, ‘thi
ain’t rocket science’. Moreover, those trained to use the self-checkouts regpyire
minimal additional training, again calling in to question the actual degree casHill
experience required. Yet, self-checkout do in fact appear to automate — or ne@melyre
displace via automation — many of the tasks and skills typically perforynegshiers.
This would seem to suggest that self-checkouts may reduce firms’ needddor types
of skills.

However, it is difficult to gauge the effect of self-checkout lanes on stured’and
demand for certain types of skills on skills because of the social and econareicsbar
limiting their effect upon employment. The problem in ascertaining sftacskill

demands is further obscured by the manner in which self-checkouts are limited in the
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use. As long as stores limit the use of self-checkout to a handful of lanesyilhkkely
be little appreciable effect on skills.

Among those cashiers who work with self-checkout, however, there may some
positive effect upon skills. Although most of what cashiers do is routine and repetitive
they do have interactions with customers that require less clearly defiledBdcause
much of what cashiers do is displaced to customers by self-checkouts via automation,
cashiers still perform an important role. As my research clearly slvasisiers are often
called upon to help customers in the checkout process and troubleshoot problems.
Therefore, while many of the routine skills may be displaced by self-checkuoags
who oversee and assist customers in their use may enjoy a greater snmpinésiacting
with people, developing the ‘soft skills’ frequently associated with othersfefmon-

manual service work.

The ‘Downward Restructuring’ of Work?

A third major question concerning self-checkouts centers on their role witdriea
context of economic restructuring. In recent decades, American businesséschdva
series of pressures to restructure employment practices in order to cmratosts. In
particular, businesses have recently struggled to cope with rising healtostreAs of
this writing, several American automotive manufacturers are facing qeokrdespite
receiving significant federal aid, in part, because of labor-relates. cost
Yet, this problem is not confined to the automotive industry nor the industrial sector of

the economy. In 2003-2004, a major work stoppage in the retail food industry centered on
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a disagreement between the union and several companies concerning employee health
care and benefits.

Accordingly, critics such as the United Food and Commercial Workers (yFCW
union allege that self-checkouts are being used to effect a ‘downward rtestigiahf
work, as stores replace full time employees entitled to health care and<sertafpart-
time employees who receive either little or none. This parallels a continuingreonc
among sociologists about the nature of employment and the extent to which the U.S.
economy offers ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs. ‘Good’ jobs describe those that offer health care
and benefits, as well as standard and full-time work schedules. ‘Bad’ jobs offer
substantially less in wages and benefits, and are frequently limited tiinpadnd
nonstandard work schedules.

So are self-checkouts being used to effect a ‘downward restructuring’ ofnatbik i
retail food industry? My findings suggest not, though perhaps for quite differeahseas
which will be further explained below. At the national level, the average hours worked by
cashiers in supermarkets did significantly decline at the same timeghsekouts began
to be widely adopted. This would appear to suggest perhaps some correlation between the
introduction of self-checkouts and the decline in average working hours among cashiers
Similarly, the percentage of cashiers receiving health care cevkasgdeclined over the
past decade, again correlating with the introduction of self-checkouts.

However, there is little evidence that the industry is shifting towardsegress of a
part-time workforce. Over the past decade, the overall trend has been towards a
converging rather than diverging workforce as the percentage of full-aatxtime

cashiers working in grocery stores has tended to hover near fifty percent, thdac
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percentage of full-time workers in the supermarket industry appears toreasimg, as is
the percent regularly working forty or more hours per week. And health caragever

the cost of which is said to be at the center of recent labor disputes and one of the key
contributing factors driving workplace restructuring in the retail food imgushas more

or less remained constant. Although the percentage of cashiers receivingdrealth c
coverage has declined over the past decade, the overall percentage of employees

receiving health care coverage has remained nearly constant.

A ‘Race to the Bottom’

Clearly, the retail food industry is in the midst of a major process of economi
restructuring. Recent labor agreements have put in place a two tiered mageest
comparable to that found in other industries and occupations such as manufacturing,
nursing, and the airline industry. In effect, these protect existing engsloyage levels
and benefits at the cost of conceding lower wages and reduced benefits for future
employees. Despite the slogan of ‘equal pay for equal work’, reseaassers such
systems tend to erode union solidarity and lower the employment standards of work
(Cappelli and Sherer 1990; Martin and Peterson 1987).

However, self-checkouts are unlikely a major factor in this trend, preasehoke
reasons outlined earlier. In overall scope, they are, relatively speakingniteal lin
number and use to effect a major transformation in employment patterns.

A more likely factor is the entrance of major retailers such as Wat-Kastco, and
Target into the retail food industry. Faced with non-union competitors such as these,

companies like SuperFood will be pressured to re-examine employmentgw actc
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overall business strategies. As of writing, Wal-Matrt is currently the nuorizeretail

food chain in the United States, as well as the largest private employensB&tal-

Mart is not unionized, its employees receive lower pay and fewer benefitappdo the
detriment of its employees, this gives Wal-Mart a competitive advardsgbe union
president explained to me, SuperFood and other supermarket chains will be tempted to
follow suit in what he describes as a ‘race to the bottom’, as each side pragi@ssrs
wages and benefits in order to lower operating costs and expenses. Simgacéovear,

this could lead to a sort of pyrrhic victory; one side may ultimately ‘win’, batcatst to
employees and consumers. With few or no competitors left, a relative monopoly may

lead to workers to accept lower wages and customers higher prices.

What Customers (Don’'t) Want

Shifting from employees to customers, Chapter 6 examines the relativiesngpa
and effects of self-checkouts to consumers. First, while self-checkoufawamers
assert that the self-checkout trend is being driven by consumer demands théaet
little evidence to support their claim. Rather than self-checkouts, consumarctes
indicates most customers want simple amenities such as visible pricesq peceipts,
and the ability to pay through cash, check, or credit.
My own survey of customer attitudes found that given a choice, most custorhers stil
prefer the regular checkout lane to self-scan, highlighting the desiresforsbare
amenities and services over high-tech gadgetry and electronic deuitesigh

shoppers may use self-checkouts, they are not a ‘must have’ item nor do they influence
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customers’ decisions of where to shop. In fact, as my research indicates ustongecs

would prefer stores not have self-checkouts at all.

‘Do-it-Yourself’: Shopping With the Lonely Crowd

Customers’ preferences regarding self-checkout also reflect thétsodencies of
the larger contemporary society in which they live. For some shoppersheekiecit
meets an insatiable desire for personal control and the provision of serviceig@dpecif
ways that suit their own personal needs. Some customers simply think they can do a
better job than cashiers, evoking a sort of class-based snobbery; after a#aguaey; if
they're so smart or skilled, what are they doing bagging groceriesifang? Other
customers simply like being able to check prices and bag their gro¢eriesay they
want to. For example, some customers separate dry goods from items forigleeateir,
while others designate certain bags for the pantry.

With the shift away from manufacturing, more and more people increasingly spend
their days (and nights) working in the service sector as doctors, lawyers, seacitkethe
like. Much of this work involves dealing not with objects but other people; similarly,
much of it involves not physical work but what Hochschild (1983) terms ‘emotion work’
— managing impressions, conveying and receiving sentiments, and negotiatihg socia
interactions. Accordingly, as service workers feel fatigued an exhaugteddcework
and managing their workplace identity, self-checkouts offer refugenfiotionally
drained. Instead of having to interact with another person — doing what they have done at
work all day — they purchase their items and leave the store, all without so much as

having to say ‘hello’.
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Self-checkout, however, may not appeal to certain segments of the public. Keenly —
some might argue, pathologically — attuned to the attitudes and sentiments &f other
those who are ‘other directed’ in nature may find self-checkout particdiisthgssing®®
Aware of those waiting in line behind and imagining their judging stares, somephay
to avoid self-checkouts because of the anxiety it creates. In this light, titeymaself’
ethos may not necessarily reflect a stoic ethos of rugged individualism but a public

scrutiny of one’s knowledge and mastery over a new method of transaction.

Perception is Everything: The ‘Thomas Theorem’ & the lllusion of Speed

Claims that self-checkout is a faster alternative to the checkout linksar@ubious.
Experimental research, as well as anecdotal evidence, indicates tlthies&lbut not in
fact faster buslowerthan the cashier-operated checkout lane. Part of the reason for this
involves factors of skill and experience, factors which may seem somewhasisgrpri
given that the cashier occupation is typically considered an unskilled position wgth a hi
rate of turnover (i.e., little experience). Yet, skill and experience playi@ctrole;
knowing produce codes and hard-to-find bar codes can shave off seconds.

External factors play a role, too. To paraphrase one of the customers | intéyviewe
self-checkout is only as fast as the person in front of you. Other externas fletpia
role, too: long lines, customers with lots of items, or a mechanical malfuncliceaah
add to the time to checkout. If customers want to save time, most would be better off

waiting in the checkout line rather than trying to ‘do-it-yourself’.

185 For a description of the ‘other directed’ selfe $@iesman ([1961] 2001).
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But if self-checkout isn’'t faster, why does it seem faster? Becauseneus are busy.
As recent cognitive psychology research illustrates, time seems to passlawly when
we are occupied with a task. Ask us how long it will take beforehand and we will give an
estimate. But ask us afterwards, and we’ll give a less accuratatestauggesting that
perhaps, in some cases, hindsight is in fact not twenty-twenty. Additionaléyusm
research suggests that Americans often misjudge how they spend tegadaording to
Robinson and Godbey (1999), most Americans feel they have even less time than ever
despite the fact that most have more leisure time than ever before. Therefargyarigh
self-checkouts may actually take longer, shoppers may perceive thesteabérause
they are busy and rarely use a stopwatch.

Perception, in the case of self-checkouts, may actually be more important than fac
An oft-quoted concept in the social sciences concerns what is called the §homa
theorem’, based upon the work of W.I Thomas (1928; see also Merton 1995). Essentially,
it argues that objective reality is beside the point when it comes to governig hum
behavior; when people perceive things to be ‘true’ or ‘real’, they become&sin their
consequences (psychologists often refer to this as a ‘self-fulfilling proph€hgrefore,
even though self-checkouts may not be objectively faster than regular chelek&out, t

simple (mis)perception that they are may be all that is needed to eliciiske

Consumer Sovereignty?

Are consumers still ‘sovereign’ when presented with self-checkouts? Pekftaps
all, according to self-checkout manufacturers such as NCR and IBM, consaamnéne

ones driving the self-service trend. Yet, as noted earlier, most of the customers
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interviewed preferred the traditional checkout to self-scan, mirroringenheekearch that
notes most customers want simple amenities and will not necessarily seek digme
tech gadgetry simply because it is new or innovative.

As managers pointed out, self-checkouts are ‘not mandatory’; instead, they arg
customers should view them as a ‘choice’ or ‘option’, emphasizing that it is up to
customers to decide. Again, this suggests that consumers are still sovereigmetaist
can opt for self-scan or not; there is no cost or sanction for not doing so.

Moreover, as interviews with managers revealed, customers’ response had a
significant impact on individual store’s when self-checkout was first introducedel
case of Century Village, the backlash from customers was so stromgethatvas
brought in, at least in part, to quell dissatisfaction and smooth over customer complaints.
In that case, the predominantly elderly clientele was successful supresSuperFood
to move the self-checkout lanes from one end of the checkout area to the other — no small
feat considering the cost to move the machines. And in some cases, customer
dissatisfaction was sufficiently strong that stores buckled to custonssupeeand
removed the machines entirely.

Yet, despite customer complaints, most SuperFood stores retained fraieskbut
lanes; indeed, the stores that removed or relocated them were a relatiakimsority.
Moreover, stores did subtle things to encourage their use such as positioning thetn neare
to store exits. Customer might have a choice, but stores do what they could to promote
them and their use. As Bill recounts, customers waiting in line at the checkobemay
told there are four self-checkout lanes open, a subtle reminder to customereytivatly

have themselves to blame if they elect to wait in line. Perhaps most tellihg of a
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however, is that new SuperFood stores come equipped with self-checkouts. They might
as well be telling customers ‘get used to it’, as self-checkout lanes bgeohud the

new retailing status quo.

Contributions to Literature & Future Research

Technology, Work, and Workplace Restructuring

This study makes a number of important contributions to several topics and areas of
research. First, for research examining the effect of technology on wibskakplace
restructuring, this study illustrates how new technology in the retadrasdbeing used
to address rising labor costs that cannot be reduced by downsizing or offshbrowggT
the use of self-checkouts, supermarkets and other retail stores are ostensibly
‘nearsourcing’ labor, displacing labor from the front end of the store to the consumer
This represents a truly new frontier in terms of workplace restragtutiillustrates that
in some cases, consumers may be formally introduced into the labor process through the
use of self-service technologies such as self-checkout. Additionally, itgadhat
necessary labor may be successfully displaced to places much geognaphitall
physically closer to businesses’ locations — in this case, directly to the cansume

A key question for future research, therefore, is how to describe this seemingly
contradictory role. Comparable to Wright's (1982; 1978) notion of ‘contradictory class
locations’, the participation of customers in the formal labor process blurs bogndarie
between employees and non-employees. Are consumers using self-checkeus wor

consumers (or both)? How do the various parties involved view the participation of
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customers? Are they expected to follow businesses’ norms governing tramsaatido

they behave in ways that reflect an independence of various methods of ‘control’?

The Labor Process Perspective

These issues of ‘control’ and ‘consent’ also reflect the degree to which tlaichese
speaks to what have been traditionally central concerns within what is comeientga
to as the labor process (LP) perspective (Wardell et al. 1999; Thompson 1989; Burawoy
1979). Recent criticisms of this perspective center on what is alleged to be an over-
emphasis on managerial and technological control, underemphasizing, if not igtieing
relevance of workers’ subjectivity (Jaros 2001; Knights and Willmott 1990; &rdy
Littler 1988). This dissertation, | believe, further extends this critiquenplying that
labor process analyses might, under certain circumstances, also ought tor¢basile
of the consumer in the labor process. Given that self-checkout, and self-service more
broadly, implies the participation of consumers within the labor process, futuagctese
might want to consider consumers subjectivity. How (if at all) do consumers vigw the
role in the labor process? To what extent to consumers ‘consent’ to or ‘resist’
participation?

Another related significance of this research concerns what ieteteras the
‘deskilling debate’ (Wardell et al. 1999; Thompson 1989; Wood 1981). One of the
unresolved issues within the LP perspective concerns the effect of technologgkon wo
especially within the context of capitalist enterprises. This dissertatids to the
existing debate in two important ways. First, it describes how a spechHicdiegy (i.e.,

self-checkout lanes) within a specific industry (i.e., retail food) msyitren deskilling,
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adding to existing research examining the effect of particular technelvglan specific
industries such as automated teller machines (ATMs) and banking (Autor et al. 2002;
Bernhardt et al. 2001), and computers and insurance work (Appelbaum 1987). Second, it
adds to the existing debate on the overall outcomes and effect of technology on work. In
the case of self-checkouts, it would appear that they have certain propedies

capabilities that render cashier work unnecessary. However, a number oéiadcial
economic factors preclude self-checkouts from having any significantatimegmpact

on skills. In fact, my findings suggest that those employees who oversebeekbuts

may in fact benefit from a slight upskilling as a result; by elimngathe need for

cashiers to engage in routine, repetitive work, workers overseeing self-cleat®idft

to focus on the non-repetitive aspects of work, such as dealing with customers and
troubleshooting technical problems. This, combined with the need for skilled technical
labor for maintenance and the limited overall use of self-checkouts |leaalsthioe to
characterize the results as reflecting the middle ground representesl‘yxed effects’
model described by Hodson and Sullivan (2002).

A key question, therefore, is what effect self-checkouts may have when such
aforementioned social and economic barriers are removed? For example, if@snsum
were willing to fully embrace self-service, leading companies ssGuaerFood to
loosen restrictions on their use, might self-checkouts significantly diffiexst’ skill
demands? Similarly, if subsequent labor agreements were not to include provisions
specifically restricting the use of technology to eliminate jobs or positoight we see

a significant impact on the number and nature of jobs?
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Post-Industrial Work and the ‘New Economy’

Shifting from the micro- to the macro-level, this dissertation also speakgén &nd
broader changes in the economy regarding the temporal nature of production and
employment. As described by Castells (2000) and Harvey (1990), as businesses shif
towards leaner, more flexible systems amenable to changes in supplyrearttideelf-
checkout appears to embody the ‘just-in-time’ flexible system of praaud®ather than
spending capital on idle workers who produce little or no value, self-checkout (at a
sufficient scale and use) could conceivably reduce such costs, drawing upon cehsumer
own labor to provide services at precisely the time when they are needed. A a res
some may want to consider self-checkouts as part of or reflecting asptetsnew

economy’ and current ongoing the application of computer technology.

Consumer Culture and the ‘New Means of Consumption’

Another contribution of this research concerns the growing literature omroens
culture’ (Goodman and Cohen 2003; Slater 1997; Lury 1996; Featherstone 1991). To
begin, | would argue that self-checkouts reflect what Ritzer refersthe asew means of
consumption’ Alongside casinos, cruise lines, theme parks, one-stop shopping
megastores, and the Internet itself, self-checkouts reflect one of thaxdenaay ways
in which consumers acquire goods and services. As part of the broader ‘sel-servi
trend, self-checkouts also represent a significant development in the tnzatsborof
modern retailing, mirroring similar self-service trends in the airlmraovie

entertainment industries.

203



According to Ritzer (1999), self-checkouts and other ‘means of consumption’ act in a
way parallel to that of the means of production by shifting our focus from the control and

exploitation of the worker to that of tlhtensumer

“[JJust as the means of production are those estitiat make it possible for the proletariat to
produce commodities and to be controlled and etqidaks workers, the means of consumption are
defined as those things that make it possible émpje to acquire goods and services and for the

same people to be controlled and exploited as ecoess1” (p.57)

Do self-checkouts ‘exploit’ and ‘control’ consumers? Whether or not they exploit
consumers depends, of course, on how one defines exploitation. Consumers do not
receive wages for the labor they provide in self-checkout, ostensibly savingdsesine
costs in wages. Indeed, as | noted in Chapter 4, most of the customers | interviewed saw
self-checkouts as cost-saving devices. Yet, one could argue that consumerstdo in fac
receive something of value, albeit other than wages. Instead of wages, emneeogive
choice, convenience, and control, not to mention the debated savings in time that might
otherwise be spent waiting in line. Whether or not this is objectively true,,Imate
matter little to customers; it is the perception —feéeding— that it does.

As for ‘control’, | argue that this, too, depends upon one’s point of view. Objectively
speaking, successful use of self-checkout does, to an extent, rely upon the customer
consenting to performing a number of tasks as prescribed, following prompts and
performing tasks in a manner that reflects the machine, and not the customérsl afet

conducting transactions. Yet, for some consumers, self-checkout offers a degree of

204



control not offered by conventional cashier checkout; customers can check swarest
their own pace, and bag items according to their own personal preferences.

Revisiting the issues raised earlier in regard to the labor process peespleistleads
to a broader question concerning how consumers view self-checkouts, and the self-
service trend more broadly. Do consumers feel exploited by such methods of business?
Do they feel more in control? Or do they feel ‘ripped off’, as critics sudgeg ought to
feel? And how do businesses frame the use of such devices in order to gain customer
consent and acceptance? This dissertation suggests that businesses seduce and gain
customers’ acceptance by framing the work transfer and the decommamhficilabor
in terms of speed and convenience; by promoting self-checkouts as a fastettiat to
checkout, businesses legitimize their use as a time-saving convenieogstéoners.
Yet, my findings suggest that self-checkout is in fact neither faster o@ convenient
than regular checkout, implying that such claims are misleading at bestpifitnight

dishonest.

Shortcomings and Limitations

Scope

One of the major limitations of this study isstope While the findings identify a
number of factors currently limiting the use and expansion of self-checkoutsretahe
food industry, it does not rule out their expansion in the long-term future. Indeed, the
findings suggest that the future expansion and subsequent effect of self-cheokiets
retail food industry will be largely determined by three key factors, naidlyture

labor contract agreements and specific stipulations governing the use ahdfeffe
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technology on employment, 2) firm’s willingness to loosen restrictions on the usk-of s
checkouts, and 3) the public’s willingness and acceptance of self-checkauns.of

more of these factors change, the effect of self-checkouts on employment and
consumption may in fact change greatly. This is worth noting and merits continued
attention.

Moreover, although | did not observe significant adverse effects on employmsent, t
does not rule out latent or long-term effects. Self-checkouts may in fact have a
significantly adverse effect on employment patterns. The turnover andaiaitnition’
endemic to the industry could mean that the economic effect of self-checkoutgis mor
gradual rather than immediate, as wages are gradually reduced anduetirmef
workers hired. Comparable to what economists noted with the effect of computers on
productivity, the effect of self-checkouts may prove to be more gradual and somewhat

delayed rather than punctuated and immedfite.

Sample

A second key limitation of this study concernssample Although | did include
national-level employment statistics on the retail food industry, a magirihe
interview and observational data was based upon sample of a half-dozen stores of a
regional chain. Therefore, one may want to exercise some caution in applying these
results and findings to the overall industry.

Because of the potential confounding variables associated with local faagors (

neighborhood demographics, store location, etc.), | examined several difterestin

186 For more on the effect of information technology @omputers on productivity, see Solow (1987),
Triplett (1999), and David (1990).
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different locations in two neighboring counties. Although these localities beaince
similarities, there are key differences; one is significantly mifhgeat, and has a higher
percentage of Hispanic and Asians residents, while the other is relatiwelyifomedian
income with a higher proportion of Black and African-American residents. Thi
introduced more variation into the sample and reduced the potential bias due to specifi
demographic or geographic characteristics.

Ultimately, a compromise was struck between depth and breadth. On the one hand, |
wanted to obtain a survey response to basic questions such as whether or not customers
thought self-checkouts were faster or preferred self-checkout to the relgediout lane.
These were relatively straight-forward questions and elicited rattedramdl limited
responses. However, | also wanted to receive more in-depth responses, especially
regarding the effects of self-checkouts on employment practices aredatienship
between self-checkouts and labor costs. These involved lengthy explanations and
exchanges and often required follow-up questions and clarification.

Access and participation also played a major factor in the overall shaping of the
sample. In most cases, managers were gracious and willing to pagtieipatere
employees and customers. However, in a few cases, managers refusedipaieaotic
refused to allow me to record our conversations. Likewise, some customengdiéali
participate (which is understandable given the context). Additionally, | wédeutta
gain access to executive-level employees in the SuperFood organization, whavaay
had special knowledge or information regarding the use and application of self-checkout

lanes in their stores. This is regrettable, though perhaps to be expected.
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Additionally, several sources of relevant data were unavailable due tddydge
constraints. There are a number of retail studies on self-checkouts maricticeated
at retailers and their parent companies. Although some of the authors of such reports
were generous enough to share excerpts, most of the reports were pricels at le
exceeding the authors’ budget. Moreover, many were considered proprietamngne
that the authors had little financial incentive to share their product for freeleong
that some of their work could in turn be published. However, in many cases certain
details of the study were published in retail magazines and trade journal&@llow
specific numbers and findings to be included in this study.

Yet, this study is comparable to similar studies on the effect of automated
technologies such as ATM’s in both sample size and scope, suggesting it istlwell w
the acceptable boundaries of research (Autor et al. 2002; Bernhardt et al. 2001). Each of
these two studies adopted a case method approach; one examined two banking firms
(Bernhardt et al. 2001), while the other relied upon a single firm (Autor et al.. RxitB)
interviewed employees and managers over a period of time and in a manner nearly
identical to this study. Therefore, despite these limitations, the autt®tHese findings

merit notice.

The Future of Self-Service

Self-Service and Supermarkets
Historically, supermarkets and grocery stores have increasingly adcgeteservice
orientation. In the early days of retailing, customers simply walked updorder and

provided a store clerk with a list of items desired for purchase. Prior to introduction of
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food processing and packaging, this required a considerable amount of lab®hatkto

be cut and weighed or counted and everything had to be wrapped by hand. The entire
process was labor-intensive and took a considerable amount of time, limiting the number
of customers that could be served. Additionally, some stores provided a delivecg;servi
for a nominal fee, stores would deliver individual orders to customers’ homes.

The invention of various technologies and methods, over time, revolutionized the
retail food industry. Ushered in by Piggly Wiggly in 1926, the self-service model
changed the retail food industry by individually pricing products and adding checkout
stands. Other innovations in packaging and food processing, as well as the use of
refrigeration, meant products could be visibly displayed to customers; gearesy
allowed customers to collect their own items, freeing up clerks to perform aser t
such as stocking shelves and constructing product displays. Instead of deljoeisgo
customers’ homes, stores constructed parking lots, carrying items to clst@amseor
allowing customers to carry their purchases themselves.

As a result, over time, customers came to take on an increasingly signifiean
retail food sales. Replacing the role of the store clerk, customers colleeteeins,
transported them throughout the store, and placed them on the checkout stand for the
cashier to ring up and total; with the advent of the UPC and electronic scannerscashi
simply scanned items as they moved across the conveyor belt. With self-checkout
customers are now taking over the role of cashier, scanning and weighing itennsg pri
receipts, and bagging groceries.

As consumers now weigh the decision of whether or not to scan their own groceries, it

may be no surprise that some fail to see this as a profound change. After all, rireny of
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changes and innovations described above happened over a number of decades as a series
of slow but gradual developments. As a result, each generation experieneceoé for

shopping that older generations may view as new or different but which to the current
generation seems normal, if not natural. Like the automated teller maghikg, (cable
television, and the Internet, self-checkouts may become one of those takeantedg

aspects of the American lifestyle, as bank tellers and shopping malls checkigne

historical artifacts.

‘The Customer is Always Right’

A long-standing cliché in business is the notion that the ‘customer is alghlys ri
Although the precise origins of the expression are debated — some trace it tdIMarsha
Field, while others attribute it to Gordon Selfridge, who had worked under Field for a
period of time — the underlying notion of consumer sovereignty is clear. Yet, businesses
had not always adopted a customer first approach. Until courts establisheddavasng
product liability and warranties, the dominant ethic of shoppingcaasat emptqror
‘buyer beware’.

Nowadays, the term describes the importance of customer satisfactiammpetitve
market, in which businesses increasingly rely upon repeat sales and cusi@ityer lo
And the retail food industry is incredibly competitive. Aside from major natidmaihs
such as Safeway, Kroger, and Whole Foods, as well as national retailers Wahi¥la
Target who have entered the retail food market, there are a number of sregiteral
chains, such as Wegman'’s, Winn-Dixie, and A&P. The area alone includesanearly

dozen supermarket chains, highlighting the degree of competition. Moreover, the profit
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margin in the retail food industry is incredibly small, often between one and teenper
underscoring the importance of repeat business and customer loyalty.

Therefore, it is easy to imagine why chains are so amenable and ctistemady. In
a tight, competitive market, with tiny profit margins, chains such as SuperFoothenus
customer-oriented not because they want to, but because they have to in order to stay in
business. As a business, there isn’t an untapped market; the only truly ‘new’ customers
are those who otherwise shop elsewhere, meaning that individual chains are in constant
competition to attract and retain the same customers.

Yet, the playing field isn’t necessarily level, as arguably a handfuliohadand
regional chains dominate local markets. In the area in which | studied, two €hains
SuperFood and Safeway — effectively control the lion’s share of the retail fadetn
There are other chains, such as Whole Foods, and Wegmans and Harris Teeter have
recently opened stores in the area, leading some to wonder if they arebedeltheads

for a larger market entrance.

What Are Customers Willing to Take?

Therefore, although there are a number of competing chains, to the averagersustom
it may not always feel as though there are many options. In some neighborhoods,
residents without a car may be limited to shopping at one or two supermarkets; in some
cases, they may be the same chain. And even if a person does have access to a car or
public transportation, it may still not feel as though there are many chdigstsating
basic economic principles of efficiency and transaction costs, most custencis t

shop at the store that is closest to their residence.
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Accordingly, despite the number of potential options available, American customers
may in fact feel that they are choosing between a somewhat narrow fag®os. And
this extends beyond retail food into different industries, products, service, andgontex
For example, when buying a computer, one might wonder, ‘should | buy a Microsoft pc
or an Apple Mac?’ In soft drinks, the choice is often between Coke or Pepsi, though
businesses may receive inducements that limit their offering to one maot. Mhen it
comes to telecommunications, many of us must choose between a handful of cable and
internet providers. The same applies to utilities; most Americans rdbeivelectricity
and water utilities through a single regional provider. Even outside of the madeetioi
the American political system, there are a range of options, yet most endngp vot
Republican or Democrat.

The airline industry offers an illustration of the problems faced in such ctanres.

In the face of rising costs, the half dozen or so major airlines that dominate U&stidom
air travel have gradually rolled back the number and types of amenitiestraliijt

offered to customers. Items which were once complimentary such as snass,atrd
in-flight meals are now charged for a fee. Even baggage is now being chaeged a f
Recently, several airlines introduced new standards that charge folbloagsaacertain
weight or for the use of a second item of luggage.

In response, a popular television comedy program aired a sketch satire=ag
escalating charge$§’ As a flight attendant narrated the various services and fees,
customers were charged for the use of seat belts and safety instructionsa @stomer
purchased an in-flight snack, they received a single peanut on a napkin. As éshat w

absurd enough, even the oxygen in the emergency face masks came at a charge, as

187 MADtv. 2007 “Keeping Our Passengers Safe in the ADriginally aired November 10, 2007.
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panicked passengers struggling with their masks hastily reached fovéfets and
pocketbooks only to be informed that the airline would only accept cash.

While clearly meant as satire, it speaks to a series of changes withititiee ai
industry that have directly affected the consumer. Customers are novieekfzepay for
what have traditionally been viewed and regarded as complimentary perks and
inducements. As a child, | can remember children receiving complimeniesryhait
resembled the wings on the pilot’s uniform. Later, as an adult, | looked forwdrel to t
prospect of a free meal or in-flight movie. Now, many of these no longera@xtome at
a premium.

All of this was being done by airlines in an effort to control operating costs and
expenses. Yet these were not the only changes being introduced. At nearly thieneame
that airlines began to add charges and fees, they also began introducinymelf-ser
kiosks in airports that allowed customers to check-in and print their boarding pass. Wit
only a carry-on, customers can now arrive, check-in, and walk to the boarding gate
without having to deal with a single airline employee.

And, as is the case in retail food, some suspect this has less to do with convenience
than cutting costs. When | spoke with Bill in his office, among other things wesdisd
the state of the economy. Bill felt he had a personal obligation to live his life i
accordance with his personal principles and beliefs. | admire people like tngy for
their willingness to commit to an ideal or set of beliefs, unlike the rest of us ayo m
pick and choose our principles when they fit the exigencies of our circumstiaces.

Bill, this meant that when he went shopping at the supermarket, he went to the regular

checkout lane. When told by a manager that there were four self-checkout lames ope
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implying there was no need for him to wait in line, Bill replied that he was a ‘uniah ma
and asked the manager to open up more cashier lanes.

Regardless, as our conversation went on, Bill related an anecdote that uadéhgcor
potential impact of self-service technology and the degree to which customes m

may not have a real and significant impact:

Bill: The fact of the matter is that, | mean, loatktechnology in airlines. If the public accepts
putting a card in and doing the stuff- | could @ a story. | would never go to one of those
[self-service kiosks], until about a year or twaabd wait in line. And the lines get longer, and
longer, and longer, and longer to talk to a persh have them do it. So, | finally got up to one of
them and said, ‘Man, you wait in line this long®Hély said, ‘Go to a machine.” And | said, ‘Man,
I’'m a union guy. | won’t use the machines. | waatiyguys to have jobs.’ He said, “It's over.
We're done. So you waiting in line is not gonnalpghes anymore because the industry is going to
basically all machines.” Which they have. And thare still some, you know, people up at the
ticket for stuff ‘cause you know you can’t deal lwitertain things on the machine. If they have a

problem. He said, ‘Don’t worry about it. We're fified.’

Author: He says it's already settled?

Bill: Yeah.

Author: Because the public bought it?

Bill: Because the public’s bought into it. Exactly.

214



How much have customers ‘bought into’ self-service? According to Greds,Buze
retailers are reporting between fifteen to forty percent of all purstmseg made at self-
checkouts, while airlines estimate that close to eighty percent of custarmersing the
self-check in machines instead of the traditional check-in prd&&as.Buzek notes,

“the biggest factor in the increase is that customers are getting orofertable with the
technology and are therefore much more willing to us&it&s customers become more
accustomed to encountering and using self-service, they may incredsrgggialized to
its use in place of traditional means and methods.

In Bill's encounter at the airport, he made an effort to act in a way thiadght
would support the airline labor union only to be told it was too late, implying his efforts
were wasted and that any notion of resisting change was futile. Is ittéd® Retail and
marketing research does not paint a rosy picture for those opposed to the sadf-servic
movement. Among other things, a recent retail marketing study noted thaty“gfi
of the consumer population in our survey will use self-checkout, even if they don’t
necessarily like it**° Likewise, a similar study states that “due to the positive acceptance
of self-checkout by consumers, many retailers are planning to expand the @afsszlt
service in their stores,” noting that “[ijn four of the six retailers plan teastldouble
their self-checkout installations*

Even the union appears to have given up. When | asked Bill about the prospect of

organizing consumers, he seemed doubtful about the potential efficacy of suchgg:strate

18 Schuman, Evan. 2006 “Self-Checkout System Sperfiaegs to $475 Billion.eWeek.comjune 28
189 (i
Ibid.
190 sheldon and Buzek, “2006 North American Self-CloetiSystems,” p.7.
191 Matthews and Whalen, “Self-Checkout Systems: @rgafalue Across the Retail Store” p.2.
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Yeah, in the old days we used to. But the fachefrhatter is it doesn’t [work]. We did this with
UPC [universal product] codes around thirty yeays. §W]hen they went to UPC, we actually did
a campaign and campaigns were in different partsetompany to stop them from doing that.
To have the customers say they don’t want that. thegt were successful in a few places, here

and there.

Despite local successes, the overall strategy was a failure. Therpratieself-
checkout, according to Bill, is that even if the union was successful in halting their us
union-operated stores, they would still face pressure from non-union competitors, who

would ultimately use their competitive advantage to undercut them:

Bill: The bottom line is that you can’t stop techogy. Because it becomes a competitive issue. If
you stop technology in a union shop, and thersareunion competitors — which there are in all
industries — or there are other union competitoas will use [automated technology], or there
may be other union competitors in other countitied allow this technology, our guys can'’t
compete. And you have to take a longer view dbdt.you have to deal with transition issues.
What good is their job if it lasts two years? Ahdaes away? Well, that's what's gonna’ happen
to them if there’s no technology. Somebody elggoisna’ have the technology. If they can make
their money that way, they’'re gonna’ lower pricaad then, well, they’ll take more profits — it
doesn't always translate into lower prices — batti lower their prices for awhile ‘till they driy

the other guy out of business because he can’trlbiggrices, cause of labor costs, and then

they’ll raise them again when he drops out.

In other words, even if workers could persuade their customers to fight the self-

checkout movement, another chain would that uses self-checkout could initiate a price
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war, forcing SuperFood to adopt competitive technology or face the prospect of market
loss or even bankruptcy.

In short, not only are most consumers willing to use self-checkouts even if thiey don
like them, but businesses are already using such acceptance to justffgasigni
expansion of self service. As of writing, companies that had previously disavdived se
checkouts — such as Safeway and Publix — now offer them in some of their stores, as do a
number of other retailers such as Kmart, Target, Wal-Mart, and Home Deybthi&
expansion is not limited to the retail sector: self-service kiosks are simggaappearing
in new markets and industries, including post offices, movie theaters, and even local
libraries!? Self-checkout is even gaining momentum in Europe. NCR has already
introduced its product to a Turkish retail food chain and claims the European market is
ripe for growth'®® Self-service, it would appear, is not only a growing trend but is

perhaps here to stay.

The Meaning of ‘Service’

In sum, the introduction of self-checkouts in supermarkets, as well as the emergenc
and growth of their brethren in other industries, raises important questions about the
nature of our economy as well as the role of the consumer. Indeed, it would seem that the
notion that ‘the customer is always right’ is slowly being supplantedrogian that
customers can (and perhaps should) ‘do-it-yourself’, an idea that fitalawetjside

American virtues of rugged individualism and self-reliance.

192 Grant, David A. 2003. “Self-checkout saving moiéyocal libraries.’King County JournalDecember

8.

19 NCR Corporation. 2001. “Self-Checkout Gaining Maran in Europe, Driven by Shopper Enthusiasm
and Return on Investment.”
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For businesses, having already explored the benefits offered by offshoring,
globalization, and the use of computers, self-service represent a new frontigr, a ne
world of untapped labor ready and willing to be put to work. As globalization renders the
economic world ‘flat’, businesses are increasingly seeking new wdgw/ér costs in
order to gain a competitive advantage. Self-service and the nearsourcing of work to
consumers may be precisely such an advantage.

For customers, it poses a question about what it means to be a consumer, as well as the
broader meaning of ‘service’. For some customers, self-service issearpawering
and liberating, yet others may feel it as an unwanted and encroachingqftree daily
lives. Whether or not self-checkouts and other forms of self-service offer betvice is
a difficult question to answer. “After all,” as one customer explained to trdepends
on how you define ‘service’.” Historically, for many Americans, servicerhaant
having someone else perform a job for you. With self-service, service maytocanean

something Americans choose to do for themselves.
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Tables

Table 1. Changes in the U.S. workforce

Economic Period Dominant Economic Sector
Agricultural Era ( — 1900) Primary (producing/hesting raw materials)
Industrial Era (1900-1970) Secondary (manufacturing)
Post-Industrial Era (1970— ) Tertiary (serwigark)

Source: Adapted from Macionis (2002).
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Table 2. Changes in the U.S. labor force, by sector
Percent of Labor Force

Yeal Farming Industrial Service
185( 80 10 10
190( 40 40 20
195(C 10 45 45
200( 2 25 73

Source: Estimates based on data from the U.S. €&hseau
(2000) and U.S. Department of Labor (2000).
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Table 3. Industries with the highest levels of cagér employment

Industry Employment Hourly mean wage Annual meage
Grocery Stores 839,810 $9.34 $19,430
Gasoline Station 546,44( $8.19 $17,020
Other General Merchandise Sto 343,21( $8.87 $18,460
Department Store 239,19( $8.41 $17,480
Health and Personal Care Stores 233,630 $9.08 $18,88

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupati@mployment Statistics, Occupational
Employment and Wages, 41-2011 Cashiers, May 2007.
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Table 4. Comparison of hourly and annual wages focashiers employed in grocery stores

Geographic Are Median Hourly Wag Mean Hourly Wag Mean Annual Wac
National (U.S. $7.90 $8.79 $18,280
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MS, $8.38 $9.06 $18,850

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupati@mployment and Wages, May 2007.
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Table 5. Demographic characteristics of selected gnties

County
New London Meadowview

Population 833,862 925,719
Race

White 23% 61%

Nonwhite 7% 39%
Education

High school graduate or higher 86% 91%

Bachelor's degree or higher 30% 57%
Income

Median Household Income $68,410 $89,284

Median Family Income $79,373 $106,093

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005-2007 American GorityrSurvey.
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Table 6. When consumers shop, by day of week

Day of Week Percent of Consumers
Monday 12
Tuesday 12
Wednesday 11
Thursday 12
Friday 14
Saturday 18
Sunday 21
Total 100

Source: Key Industry Facts — Food Marketing Insitimformation Service, May 2005.
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Table 7. When consumers shop, by time of day

Time of Day Percent of Consumers

Morning (8:00 AM — 12:00 PN

39
Afternoon (12:00 PM — 5:00 PM) 38
Evening (5:00 PM — 9:00 PM) 19
Night (9:00 PM — 8:00AM) 4

Total 100

Source: Key Industry Facts — Food Marketing Insitimformation Service, May 2005.
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Table 8. Who shops, by household status

Status Percent
Female Head of Househt 69
Male Head of Household 19
Both 11
Other 1

Total 10C

Source: Key Industry Facts — Food Marketing Institimformation Service, May 2005.
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Table 9. Demographic characteristics of customersampled

Demographic Characteristics Percent of Customergeaim
Age
18-34 52.6
35-54 15.8
55+ 31.6
Sex
Female 66.7
Male 33.3
Race/Ethnicity
White 73.7
Black 15.8
Hispanic/Latino 7.0
Asian 3.5
Other 0.0

Marital Status

Single 29.8
Married 59.6
Divorced/Widowed/Other 10.5

Note: May not total to one hundred percent duetmding
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Table 10. Customers’ response to question, ‘Why argores adopting self-checkouts?’

Response Percent of Customers
Cut costs 65
Faster / More convenient 14
Provides choice 1
Customer preference 8
Don't know 18

Note: Percent totals may exceed one hundred pedoento customers providing more than one response.
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Table 11. Industries that employ the largest sharef employed youths age 15-17 years, by sex, schomoinths 1996-98

Percent of Total Employed Youths

Industry Male Female
Eating and drinking places 31.3 32.6
Grocery stores 13.6 9.9
Miscellaneous entertainment and recreation services 4.5 5.7
Agricultural production, livestock 3.6 4.4
Construction 3.6 4.0
Department stores 3.1 3.6
Landscape and horticultural services 2.2 1.9
Newspaper publishing and printing 1.9 1.7
Agricultural production, crops 15 15
Gasoline service stations 1.3 1.4

Note: Figures based on youths working during schaariths, which are January to May and SeptembBet@mber.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor. (200Rgport on the Youth Labor Forcaccessible online at www.bls.gov/opub/rylf/pdépker4.pdf
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Table 12. Distribution of full and part-time employees in stores sampled

Store Location Number of Employees  Percent Full-Time ercEnt Part-time
Expressway Plaza 160 20 80
Westland Square 160 20 80
Midtown Market 150 25 75
Century Village 150 30 70
South Heights Plaza 120 20 80
Parkview 80 25 75
Travelers’ Gate 78 30 70

Note: Numbers are based on figures supplied taditieor by store managers
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Table 13. Customers’ preferred method of checkout

Preference Percent
Staff-operated checkout 51
Self-checkout 23
It depends... 23

...on the number of items 12
...on the length of the lines 11
No preference 4
Total 100

Note: Totals may exceed one hundred percent drautaling
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Table 14. Customers' response to question, 'Are $alheckouts faster?'

Response Percent
Yes 21
No 37
It depends (e.g., on length of line, number of geatc.) 28
Unsure / Don't Know 14

Total 100

Note: Totals may exceed one hundred percent drmutading.
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Figures

Figure 1. Annual employment in grocery stores, U.S1990-2008
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Currenpleyment Statistics survey 1990-2008.

233



Figure 2. Annual employment in supermarkets and redil overall, U.S. 1990-2008
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Currenpleyment Statistics survey 1990-2008.
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Figure 3. Annual employment in grocery stores, stat1990-2008
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Currenplyment Statistics survey 1990-2008.
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Figure 4. Unit labor costs for supermarkets and otbr grocery stores, 1987-2007

Figure 1.5: Unit Labor Costs for Supermarkets aheioGrocery Stores, 1987-2007
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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Figure 5. Annual average weekly hours, supermarketand other grocery stores, U.S. 1990-2008
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Figure 6. Work status of cashiers in the grocery ste industry, U.S. 1992-2008
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Figure 7. Percent of grocery store employees repiimg working forty or more hours per week, U.S. 192-2008
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Figure 8. Percent of cashiers employed in groceryaes covered by health plan provided by employerraunion, U.S. 1996-2008
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Figure 9. Percent of all workers employed in grocsr stores covered by health plan provided by employer union, U.S. 1996-2008
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Appendices
Appendix A. Sample semi-structured questionnaire gms
For consumers:

1. What do you think of these new self-checkouéfabeing used at (name of store) ?

2. If you have a choice between using a self-chatcleme and a person, which do you tend to
prefer? Why?

3. Have you ever had any problems with a self-chetlane at the__( name of store) ?
(If yes, please describe

4. As far as you can tell, do other customers seedlike these self-checkout lanes? Why?
(please describe reasgns

For employees:

1. What do you think of these new self-checkouéfabeing used at (name of store) ?

2. Are the adoption of these new self-checkoutdart@nging your job or the way you do your
work? (f yes, please descripe

3. As far as you know, have any employees lost fbhbs because of the self-checkout lanes?

4. As far as you know, how do most of the other leyges here at _néme of store feel about
these new self-checkout lanes?

For employers / managers:

1. Approximately when did your company begin to liempent these new self-checkout lanes at
(name of store) ?

2. Why did___(name of store) decide to adopt these new self-checkout landssc(ibe reasons

3. How did your company decide how many self-chetkanes to adopt at this location?
4. How haveconsumersesponded to the introduction of these new tecgies?
5. How haveemployeesesponded to the introduction of these new teduies?

6. Will the introduction of these self-checkoutdarreduce the number of people you need to
employ? Why?

7. Will the introducing these self-checkout laneséase the need for or employment of specific
persons or jobs? Which ones

242



References

ABC News2004. “Shaving Off Minutes.” April 26. Retrieved April 26, 2004
(www.abcnews.go/com/sections/GMA/Living?Time_trials_goodhousekeepitg
26.html).

Adler, Jessica. 2005. “Electronics Taking the Place of People in our Service-Drive
Economy.”North Jersey Herald NewSeptember 19.

Adorno, Theodor W. and Max Horkheimer. 198alectic of EnlightenmeniTranslated
by J. Cumming. London: Verso.

Alcaly, Roger. 2003The New Economy: What It Is, How It Happened, and Why It Is
Likely to Last New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Appelbaum, Eileen. 1987. "Technology and the Redesign of Work in the Insurance
Industry,” Pp. 182-201 iWomen, Work, and Technology Transformati@adsted by
B. Wright. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Appelbaum, Eileen, Annette Bernhardt, and Richard J. Murmane, edsL2008Vage
America: How Employers are Restructuring Opportunity in the Workpldees
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Artunian, Judy. 2006. “Do-it-yourself at the store, ta@tiicago TribuneJanuary 16.
Retrieved February 3, 2006 (http://chicagotribune.com/technology/chi-
0601160036janl16,1,7764048.story?coll=chi-techtopheds-hed).

Associated Press. 2007. “Man Pays $4.88 for Plasma TV at Wal-Ma#gdciated Press
June 29.

Attewell, Paul. 1987. “The deskilling controversWork and Occupationd4:323-346.

Autor, David H., Frank Levy, and Richard J. Murmane. 2003. “Computer-Based
Technological Change and Skill Demands: Reconciling the Perspectives of
Economists and Sociologists.” Pp.121-154.aw Wage America: How Employers
Are Reshaping Opportunity in the Workplaedited by Appelbaum, Bernhardt, and
Murmane. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

. 2002. “Upstairs, Downstairs: Computers and Skills on Two Floors of a Large
Bank.” Industrial and Labor Relations Revie®b:432-47.

Aronowitz, Stanley and William DiFazio. 199%he Jobless Future: Sci-Tech and the
Dogma of WorkMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Babbie, Earl. 1999The Basics of Social ReseardBelmont, CA: Wadsworth.

243



Baker, Don. 2001. “NCR expands bar code scanner market sbaggdn Business
Journal, August 27. Retrieved June 6, 2006
(http://dayton.bizjournals.com/dayton/stories/2001/08/27/newscolumnl.html).

Barker, Kathleen, and Kathleen Christensen. 1@@8itingent Work: American
Employment Relations in Transitioithaca, New York: ILR Press.

Baudrillard, Jean. [1970] 1998he Consumer Sociefyranslated by Chris Turner.
London: Sage Publications.

Baumol, William. J., Alan S. Blinder, and Edward N. Wolff. 20D8wnsizing in
America: Reality, Causes and Consequeniiesv York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Bell, Daniel. [1976] 1999.The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social
Forecasting, ¥ Ed.New York: Basic Books.

Belous, Richard. 1989.he Contingent Economy: The Growth of the Temporary, Part-
Time, and Subcontracted Workfort®&ashington, DC: National Planning
Association.

Benjamin, Walter. [1982] 200Zhe Arcades Projectranslated by H. Eiland and K.
McLaughlin. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Berestein, Leslie. 2003. “Grocery Clerks Real Nightmasari Diego Union-Tribune
December 28. Retrieved February 3, 2006
(http://www.signonsandiego.com/news/business/20031228-

9999 mz1b28clerks.html).

BeyeNETWORK2005. “Home Depot Self-Checkout Boosts Sales, Satisfaction.” April
15. Retrieved February 8, 2006 (http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/771).

Bhatnagar, Parija. 2003. “Stuck at checkout? DIY lane’s og&NN/Money.comyiay
28. Retrieved Feburary 6, 2006
(http://money.cnn.com/2003/05/27/news/companies/diy_retail/).

Bix, Amy Sue. 2000lnventing Ourselves Out of Jobs? America’s Debate Over
Technological Unemployment 1929-19Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Blauner, Robert. 1964lienation and Freedom: The Factory Worker and His Industry
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Bornstein, Robert F. 1989. “Exposure and affect: overview and meta-analysisaotinese
1968-1987."Psychological Bulletin106:265-289.

244



Bourdieu, Pierre. [1979] 198®istinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste
Translated by Richard Nice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Braverman, Harry. [1974] 1998abor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work
in the Twentieth Century, 95nniversary EditionNew York: Monthly Review
Press.

Bray, Mark and Craig R. Littler. 1988. “The Labour Process and Industriaidételat
Review of the Literature.Labour & Industry 1:551-587.

Budd, John W. and Brian P. McCall. 2001. “The Grocery Stores Wage Distribution: A
Semi-Parametric Analysis of the Role of Retailing and Labor Marketutishs.”
Industrial and Labor Relations Revig®4:484-501.

Burawoy, Michael. 197Manufacturing Consent: Changes in the Labor Process Under
Monopoly CapitalismChicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Burke, Raymond R. 2000. "Creating the Ideal Shopping ExperieGbajt Store Age
December:1-25. Special report co-sponsored by Indiana University's Ganter f
Retailing and KPMG.

Burling, Stacey. 2006. “Is it self-service or disservicBfiiladelphia Inquirer April 29.

Burris, Beverly H. 1998. “Computerization of the Workplad&ihual Review of
Sociology 24:141-157.

Busack, Michael A. 2006 “Check it out — or Not: Mixed bag of opinions about serve-
yourself aisles. The Eagle-TribuneNovember 28. Retrieved December 5, 2006
(http://eagletribune.com/nhnews/local_story 332120647/resources_printstory).

Callahan, Patricia and Ann Zimmerman. 2003. “Wal-Mart, After Remaking Discount
Retailing, Now Nation's Largest Grocery Chain: Grocery Chains RiggMial-Mart
For Market Share.Wall Street JournalMay 31.

Cappelli, Peter and Peter D. Sherer. 1990. “Assessing Worker Attitudes undefTaerw
Wage Plan.'Industrial and Labor Relations Revigd3:225-244.

Cast, Alicia D. 2003. “Power and the Ability to Define the Situati@atial Psychology
Quatrterly, 66, 3:185-201.

Castells, Manuel. 2000 he Rise of the Network Society, The Information Age: Economy,
Society and Culture, Vol. I, Second Editi@ambridge, MA: Oxford.

Cetawayo, Ameerah. 2006. “Companies tackle self-scan market, Pan-Osten,

Hitcents.com take on megabusinesses to stake claim on indU$teyBowling Green
Daily News July 7.

245



Chaston, Anthony and Alan Kingstone. 2004. “Time Estimation: The Effect of Cortically
Mediated Attention.’Brain and Cognition55:286-89.

Christie, lan, Jim Northcott and Annette Walling. 198thployment Effects of New
Technologies in Manufacturingondon: Policy Studies Institute.

Clark, Herbert H. 1985. “Chapter 18: Language Use and Language Users.” Pp. 179-229
in The Handbook of Social Psycholpgglited by G. Lindzey and A. Elliot. New
York: Harper and Row.

Clawson, Dan. 198@ureaucracy and the Labor Proce®éew York: Monthly Review
Press.

Clawson, Dan and Mary Ann Clawson. 1999. “What Has Happened to the US Labor
Movement? Union Decline and Renewalrinual Review of Sociolog®5:95-119;

CNN.com 2002. “Check Yourself Out at Home Depot.” December 3. Retrieved February
2, 2006 (http://archives.cnn.com/2002/TECH)/biztech/12/03/fast.checkout.ap).

Cohen, Lizabeth. 2002 Consumers' Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in
Postwar AmericaNew York: Knopf.

Colclough, Glenna and Charles M Tolbert, Ill. 199&rk in the Fast Lane: Flexibility,
Divisions of Labor, and Inequality in High-Tech Industriatbhany, NY: State
University of New York Press.

CRM Today2004. “Tis the Season for Self Checkout, Improved Customer Service, and
Intelligent Shopping Tools.” December 8. Retrieved April 19, 2005
(http://www.crm2day.com/content/t6_librarynews_1.php?news_id=EEpkuAyVEZdq
OiADxz).

Daniel, Wayne W. 1975. “Nonresponse in sociological surveys: A review of some
methods for handling the problengbciological Methods and Resear&2291-307.

David, Paul. 1990. “Computers and Dynamo: The modern productivity paradox in a not-
too-distant mirror.”American Economic Review0:355-61.

Debord, Guy. [1967] 1994&0ciety of the Spectacléranslated by D. Nicholson-Smith.
New York: Zone Books.

Denzin, Norman K. and Yvonna S. Lincoln, eds. 19@@&lecting and Interpreting
Qualitative Materials Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

.1998b.The Landscape of Qualitative Research: Theories and Is§hessand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

246



.1998c.Strategies of Qualitative Inquiryrhousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Dignan, Larry. 2005. “Home Depot Self-Checkout Boosts Sales, Satisfad@iaseline
April 10. Retrieved February 2, 2006
(www.baselinemag.com/article2/0,1540,1784521,00.asp).

Diprete, Thomas A. 1988. “The Upgrading and Downgrading of Occupations: Status
Redefinition vs. Deskilling as Alternative Theories of Changectial Forces
66:725-746.

Douglas, Mary and Baron C. Isherwood. 197Be World of Goods: Towards an
Anthropology of Consumptioiew York: Basic Books.

Durkheim, Emile. [1912] 1999 he Elementary Forms of Religious Lil@anslated By
Karen E. Fields. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Dyer-Witheford, Nick. 1999Cyber-Marx: Cycles and Circuits of Struggle in High
Technology CapitalisnChicago, IL: University of lllinois Press.

Economist2004. “You're Hired." The EconomistSeptember 18.

Edwards, Richard. 197@ontested Terrain: The Transformation of the Workplace in the
Twentieth CenturyNew York: Basic Books.

Ehrenreich, Barbara. 200lickel and Dimed: On Not Getting By in Ameridiew York:
Henry Holt & Company.

Emerson, Robert M. 200Contemporary Field ResearcBecond edition. Prospect
Heights, IL: Waveland Press.

Erikson, Kai. 1986. “On Work and AlienationRmerican Sociological Review1:1-8.

Esterberg, Kristen G. 20@Qualitative Methods in Social Researt\ew York:
McGraw-Hill.

Ewen, Stuart. [1976] 200Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and the Social Roots
of the ConsumeCulture, 28" Anniversary Edition. New York: Basic Books.

Featherstone, Mike. 199Consumer Culture and Postmodernidrondon: Sage
Publications.

Feenstra, Robert C. and Gordon H. Hanson. 1999. “The Impact of Outsourcing and High-

Technology Capital on Wages: Estimates for the United States, 1979-1990.”
Quarterly Journal of Economig414:907-40.

247



Fernandez, Roberto M. 2001. “Skill-Biased Technological Change and Wage Inequalit
Evidence from a Plant Retoolingkmerican Journal of Sociolog§07:273-320.

Florida, Richard. 200Rise of the Creative Clasdew York: Basic Books.

Food Marketing Institute. 2008. “Top U.S. Supermarket & Grocery Chains.” Retrieved
April 20th, 2009 (http://www.fmi.org/docs/facts_figs/top_retailers.pdf).

. 2005. “American Grocery Shoppers Seek Quality, Value, and Convenience from
Multiple Retail Formats, According to FMI's Trends 2005.” May 1. Retrieved
February 16, 2006 (http://www.fmi.org/media/mediatext.cfm?id=739).

Frank, Thomas and Matt Weiland, eds. 198@mmodify Your Dissent: Salvos From the
Baffler. New York: W.W. Norton.

Friedman, Andrew. 197Tndustry & Labour: Class Struggle at Work and Monopoly
Capitalism London: Macmillan.

Frankfort-Nachmias, Chava and David Nachmias. 1B@8earch Methods in the Social
Sciences, 5th EditioMNew York: St. Martin's Press.

Fraser, Jill Andresky. 200White-Collar Sweatshop: The Deterioration of Work and its
Rewards in Corporate AmericAlew York: Norton & Company.

Gecas, Viktor. 1989. “The Social Psychology of Self-Efficagyntfiual Review of
Sociology 15:291-316.

Gemperlein, Joyce. 2006. “Self-Checkout? Just You WAIashington Postlune 18.

Giddens, Anthony. 199Modernity and Self-ldentity: Self and Society in the Late
Modern Age Cambridge: Polity.

Glazer, Nona. 1993Vomen’s Paid and Unpaid LahdPhiladelphia: Temple University
Press.

Gintis, Herbert. 1972. “Consumer Behavior and the Concept of Sovereignty:
Explanations of Social Decayr'he American Economic RevigB2:267-278.

Glassner, Barry. 2000he Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the Wrong
Things New York: Basic Books;

Goffman, Erving. 1967nteraction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavigw
York: Pantheon Books.

. 1963Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings
Glencoe: The Free Press.

248



Goldberg, Kalman, Jannett Highfill and Michael McAsey. 1998. “Technology Choice:
The Output and Employment TradeofAierican Journal of Economics and
Sociology 57:27-46

Goodman, Douglas and Mirelle Cohen. 2008nsumer CultureNew York: ABC-
CLIO.

Grant, David A. 2003. “Self-checkout saving money at local librarkeisiy County
Journal December 8. Retrieved April 19, 2005
(http://www.kingcountyjournal.com/sited/story/html/150878).

Greenhouse, Steven. 2004. “Labor Raises Pressure on California Supermditkets.”
New York Timed-ebruary 10.

Grimes, William. 2004. “When the Cashier Is YoNMéw York TimesApril 7.

Grocery Manufacturers of America. 2002. “Branded: American Attitudes tbWéwe
Brand”.” Retrieved February 16, 2006
(http://www.gmabrands.com/publications/docs/survey.pdf).

Hacker, Sally L. 1979. “Sex Stratification, Technology and Organizational €hAng
Longitudinal Case Study of AT&T.Social Problems26:539-557.

Hamilton, Sommer. 2005 “Self-checkout lanes gaining populaiiiye’ Bryan-College
Station EagleSeptember 7. Retrieved September 7, 2005
(http://www.theeagle.com/businesstechnology/061304selfcheckout.php).

Harmon, Amy. 2003. “More Consumers Reach Out to Touch the Scidew.’Y ork
Times November 17.

Harrison, Bennett and Barry Bluestone. 1988 Great U-Turn: Corporate
Restructuring and the Polarizing of Ameriddew York: Basic Books.

Hartmann, Heidi I., Robert E. Kraut, and Louise Tilly. 1986mputer Chips and Paper
Clips: Technology and Womens’ Employm&iashington, DC: National Academy
Press.

Harvey, David. 1990The Condition of Postmodernit¢ambridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishers.

Hayek, Friedrich.A. 1935. Collectivist Economic Planning: Critical Studies on the
Possibilities of Socialism. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd.

Henderson, Nell. 2004. "Economists Say Recession Started in 28a88hington Post
January 22.

249



Hiltzik, Michael. 2005. “Ralphs in a Mess of Its Own Makingds Angeles Times
December 22.

Hirschhorn, Larry. 1997/Reworking Authority: Leading and Following in the Post-
Modern OrganizationBoston: MIT Press.

Hochschild, Arlie Russell. 1983 he Managed Heart: the Commercialization of Human
Feeling.Berkeley: University of California Press

Hodson, Randy and Teresa A. Sullivan. 20l0#& Social Organization of Work, Third
Edition. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Hunter, Larry W., Annette Bernhardt, Katherine L. Hughes and Eva Skuratowicz. 2001.
“It's Not Just the ATMs: Technology, Firm Strategies, Jobs, and EarmiriRgstail
Banking.” Industrial and Labor Relations Revies4:402-424.

Hutt, William. 1940. “The Concept of Consumers' Sovereignthé Economic Journal
50:66-77.

. [1936] 199CEconomists and the Public: A Study of Competition and Opinion
New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers.

International Business Machines Corporation (IBM). 2008. “Shrink and self checkout:
trends, technology and tips.” Retrieved September 6, 2008
(ftp://ftp.software.ibm.com/software/retail/marketing/pdf/scoE®B002-USEN-
00.pdf).

. 2007. “IBM Checkout Environment for Consumer-Service Software.” Retrieved
September 6, 2008
(ftp://ftp.software.ibm.com/common/ssi/sa/wh/2/g3252842/G3252842.PDF).

. 2007. “IBM Self Checkout Solutions: Innovating the Customer Experience.”
Retrieved September 6, 2008
(ftp://ftp.software.ibm.com/common/ssi/pm/br/4/ga760934/GA760934.PDF).

Jaffe, A.J., and Joseph Froomkin. 1968chnology and Jobs: Automation in
PerspectiveNew York: Frederick A. Praeger.

Jaros, Stephen J. 2001. “Labor Process Theory: A Commentary on the Debate.”
International Studies of Management and Organizatiih25-39.

Joyner, Tammy. 2003. “More businesses telling customers: Do it yourBe# Atlanta
Journal-ConstitutionAugust 10.

250



Kalleberg, Arne L., Barbara F. Reskin, Ken Hudson. 2000. “Bad Jobs in America:
Standard and Nonstandard Employment Relations and Job Quality in the United
States.”American Sociological Revigew5:256-278.

Keeter, Scott, Courtney Kennedy, Michael Dimock, Jonathan Best and PeytonICraighi
2006. “Gauging the Impact of Growing Nonresponse on Estimates from a National
RDD Telephone SurveyPublic Opinion Quarterly70:759-779.

Kerner, Lisa. 1998. “POS VAR: Cashing In On Grocery Self-Servigasiness
Solutions April. Retrieved April 24, 2009.
(http://bsminfo.com/index.php?option=com_jambozine&layout=article&view=page&
aid=2236&Itemid=68).

Kiosk Magazine2004. “The Battle for Self-Checkout Supremacy.” Kiosk Magazine,
March 1. Retrieved February 2, 2006
(http://www.selfserviceworld.com/article.php?id=3226&site=6).

Klein, Jill Gabrielle, N. Craig Smith, and Andrew John. 2004. “Why We Boycott:
Consumer Motivations for Boycott Participatioddurnal of Marketing68: 92-109.

Knights, David. 1990. “Subjectivity, Power and the Labor Process.” Pp. 297-335 in
Labour Process Theoygdited by David Knights and Hugh Willmott. London:
Macmillan

Knights, David and Hugh Willmott. 1990. “Introduction.” Pp. 1-43 abour Process
Theory edited by David Knights and Hugh Wilmott. London: Macmillan.

Kraft, Philip. 1999. "To Control and Inspire: U.S. Management in the Age of Computer
Information Systems and Global Production.” Pp. 17-3dthinking The Labor
Processedited by Mark Wardell, Thomas L. Steiger, and Peter Meiksins. New York:
State University of New York.

Lake, Matt. 2002. “How It Works; The Self-Checkout: Lots of Swiping, No Stealing.”
New York TimesJune 6.

Lasn, Kalle. 2000Culture Jam: How to Reverse America’s Suicidal Consumer Binge —
And Why We MusNew York: Quill.

Leduff, Charlie and Steven Greenhouse. 2004. “Grocery Workers Relieved, if Not
Happy, at Strike's EndRew York Timed-ebruary 28.

Lichtenstein, Nelson. 200State of the Union : A Century of American Lald@rinceton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press;

Lipovetsky, Gilles. 2002The Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern Democracy
Translated by Catherine Porter. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton UyiVRress

251



Lury, Celia. 1996Consumer CultureNew Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University
Press.

Macionis, John J. 20080cial ProblemsUpper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

MADtv. 2007. “Keeping Our Passengers Safe in the Air.” Season 13, Episode #1306.
Originally aired November 10, 2007.

Marcuse, Herbert. [1964] 1990ne-Dimensional MarBoston: Beacon Press.

Marketplace 2006. “Surprises in the self-checkout lan&mierican Public Media
September 27. Retrieved September 28, 2006
(http://marketplace.publicradio.org/shows/2006/09/27/AM200609272.html).

Martin, James E. and Melanie M. Peterson. 1987. “Two-Tier Wage Structures:
Implications for Equity Theory.The Academy of Management Jouyrgf:297-315.

Marx, Karl. [1867] 1977Capital, Vol.1 Translated by Ben Fowkes. New York: Penguin
Books.

Matthews, Kelly A. and Meredith Whalen. 2004. “Self-Checkout Systems: Creating
Value Across the Retail Store.” IDC white paper. Retrieved February 6, 2006
(http://www.exploreitsm.org/files/IDC_report_Oct2004.pdf).

McHugh, Peter. 196@efining the Situation: The Organization of Meaning in
Interaction Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co.

McPherson, J. Miller, Lynn Smith-Lovin, and James M Cook. 2001. “Birds of a Feather:
Homophily in Social Networks.Annual Review of Sociolog®7:415-444.

McWhirter, Sheri. 2007. “Woman accused of retail fraddaverse City Record Eagle
January 6. Retrieved February 15, 2007 (http://www-
record.eagle.com/2007/jan/06fraud.htm).

Meadows, Donella H. 199Beyond the LimitsPost Mills, Vermont: Chelsea Green.

Merton,Robert K. 1995. “The Thomas Theorem and The Matthew Eff8cicial
Forces 74:379-424.

Milkman, Ruth and Cydney Pullman. 1991. “Technological Change in an Auto Assembly
Plant.”Work and Occupationd8:123-147.

Mirowsky, John. 1995. “Age and the sense of conti®ticial Psychology Quarterly
58:31-43.

252



Mishel, Lawrence, Jared Bernstein, and Sylvia Allegretto. ZD6é.State of Working
America, 2006/20QRew York: ILR/Cornell University Press.

Moody, K. 1988 An Injury to All: The Decline of American Unionisbondon: Verso.

Morphy, Erika. 2002. “Home Depot Enters Self-Checkout LaB&M Daily.com
February 5. Retrieved February 1, 2006 (www.crm-daily.com/perl/story/16162.html).

Morris, Martina and Bruce Western. 1999. “Inequality in Earnings at the Cloke of t
Twentieth Century.’/Annual Review of Sociologf5:623-57.

Mottaz, Clifford J. 1981. “Some Determinants of Work Alienation.” Sociological
Quatrterly, 22:515-29.

Mui, Ylan Q. 2006. “Food Lion Plans Two New Store Brands in D.C. AM&shington
Post January 20.

NCR Corporation. 2008. “NCR FastLane.” Retrieved April 21, 2009
(http://www.ncr.com/documents/NCR_FastLane.pdf).

. 2008. “North American Consumers Demand More Self-Service Options.”
Retrieved April 19, 2009
(http://www.ncr.com/about_ncr/media_information/news_releases/2008340808

a.jsp).

. 2008. “The Self-Service Revolution Is Real: NCR’s 2008 Self-Service Consumer
Survey Results for North America.” Retrieved September 6, 2008
(http://www.ncr.com/documents/ssrevolution_0308_wp.pdf).

. 2005. “Reality Check on Self-Checkout.” Retrieved January 21, 2006
(www.ncr.com/en/repository/articles/store_automation/sa_scot2.htm).

. 2001. “Self-Checkout Gaining Momentum in Europe, Driven by Shopper
Enthusiasm and Return on Investment.” Retrieved April 21, 2009
(http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/NCR/0x0x80748/966913da-6303-4174-
9254-9f879334a4a5/NCR_News_2001_3 22 General.pdf).

Negri, Antonio. 1989The Politics of Subversion: A Manifesto for the Twenty-First
Century Cambridge: Polity Press.

New York Time2005. “Grocery Chain Indicted in Labor Case.” December 13.
. 2004. “NCR to Buy a Competitor.” February 17.

.2001. “Self-Checkout at Kmart.” June 21.

253



Office of Communications and Marketing, Indiana University. 2000. “Consumers
interested in technology, but retailers still must deliver on basic elewfethis
shopping experience.” November 20. Retrieved April 20, 2009
(http://Inewsinfo.iu.edu/OCM/releases/techshop1100.htm).

Orlando News2007. “Woman Banned For Life From Wal-Mar®tlando NewsJuly
25.

Packard, Vince. 1960.he Hidden Persuaderblew York: Cardinal.
Pearlin, Leonard I. and Pioli, Mark F. 2003. “Personal Control: Some Conceptual Turf
and Future Directions.” IRersonal Control in Social and Life Course Contexts

edited by S. H. Zarit, L. I. Pearlin, and K. W. Schaie. New York: Springer Publishing

Pease, John and Lee Martin. 1997. “Want Ads and Jobs for the Poor: A Glaring
Mismatch.”Sociological Forum12:545-564.

Peltz, James F. and Melinda Fulmer. 2004. “Stores, Workers Still Feel Sting of
Supermarket Labor FightNew York Timedecember 15.

Penn, Roger and Hilda Scattergood. 1985. “Deskilling or Enskilling?: An Empirical
Investigation of Recent Theories of the Labour Procdds"British Journal of
Sociology 36:611-630.

Persky, Joseph. 1993. “Retrospectives: Consumer SovereightyJournal of
Economic Perspectiveg:183-191.

Piore, Michael. 1970. "The Dual Labor Market: Theory and ImplicationsSThinState
and the Pogredited by Samuel H. Beer and Richard E. Barrenger. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Winthrop Publishers.

Piore, Michael J. and Charles F. Sabel. 198%Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities
for Prosperity New York: Basic Books.

Pissarides, Christopher. 20@xuilibrium Unemployment Theqr@nd ed MIT Press.

Popper, Karl R. [1934] 1959 he Logic of Scientific Discoveriew York: Routledge.

Powell, Walter W. 2001. “The Capitalist Firm in the’Zlentury.” Chapter 2 ifthe
Twenty-First Century Firmedited by Paul DiMaggio. Princeton, New Jersey:

Princeton University Press.

Progressive Grocer2005. “72% Annual Report of the Grocery Industry.” April 15.

254



Pudrovska, Tetyana; Schieman, Scott; Pearlin, Leonard I., and Nguyen, Kim. 2005. “The
sense of mastery as a mediator and moderator in the association between economic
hardship and health in late lifeldurnal of Aging and Health7:634-660.

Rafaeli, Anat. 1989. “When Cashiers Meet Customers: An Analysis of the Role of
Supermarket CashiersThe Academy of Management Jourrsid:245-273.

Ramstack, Tom. 2004 “Grocery chains brace for strikéashington TimedMarch 27.

Richardson, Charley. 1996. “Computers Don't Kill Jobs, People Do: Technology and
Power in the Workplace Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science544:167-179.

Riesman, David with Nathan Glazer and Reuel Denney. [1961] Zb@1Lonely Crowd
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Rifkin, Jeremy. 2004The End of Work: The Decline of the Global Labor Force and the
Dawn of the Post-Market ErdNew York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons.

Ritzer, George. 20024cDonaldization: The Readerhousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge
Press.

. 2001Explorations in the Sociology of Consumption: Fast Food, Credit Cards,
and CasinosThousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

. 1999Enchanting a Disenchanted Worl@housand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

. 1996The McDonaldization of Society, Revised EditiBmousand Oaks, CA:
Pine Forge Press.

Robinson, John and Geoffrey Godbey. 19Bhe for Life: The Surprising Ways
Americans Use Their Tim&niversity Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State
University Press.

Rogers, Jackie Krasas. 1999. “Deskilled and Devalued: Changes in the Labor Process i
Temporary Clerical Work.” Pp. 53-78 Rethinking The Labor Procesdited by
Mark Wardell, Thomas L. Steiger, and Peter Meiksins. New York: State Qitywef
New York.

Ropke, Wilhelm. 1935. “Fascist EconomicE¢onomica2:85-100.
Rothenberg, Jerome. 1968. “Consumer Sovereignty.” Pp. 326-35. in Sills, D. ed.,

International Encyclopedia of tH&ocial Sciences, Vol. 3, edited by D. Sills. New
York: Macmillan Co.

255



Rubenstein, James M. 200Making and Selling Cars: Innovation and Change in the
U.S. Automotive IndustrBaltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Schuman, Evan. 2006 “Self-Checkout System Spending Soars to $475 Billion.”
eWeek.comJune 28Retrieved April 20, 2009
(http://www.eweek.com/c/a/Enterprise-Applications/SelfCheckoste®y-Spending-
Soars-to-475-Billion/).

Schumpeter, Joseph A. [1942] 19€&pitalism, Socialism, and Democradyew York.
Harper Perennial.

Sennett, Richard. 1998he Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of
Work in the New CapitalisnNew York: Norton & Company.

Sewell, Graham. 1998. “The Discipline of Teams: The Control of Team-Based laldustr
Work through Electronic and Peer Surveilland&dministrative Science Quarteyly
43:397-428.

Shaiken, Harley, S. Lopez, and |. Mankita. 1997. “Two routes to team production: Saturn
and Chrysler.’Industrial Relations31:17-45.

Sheldon, Jerry and Greg Buzek. 2006. “2006 North American Self-Checkout Systems.”
IHL Consulting Group.

Shepard, Jon M. 1977. “Technology, Alienation, and Job SatisfacAomlial Review of
Sociology 3:1-21

Shipler, David. 2004The Working Poor: Invisible in AmericBlew York: Vintage.

Simpson, Ida H. 1999. "Historical Patterns of Workplace Organization: From Meahani
to Electronic Control and BeyondCurrent Sociology72:47-75.

Slater, Don. 1997Consumer Culture & ModernityCambridge: Polity Press.

Smith, Adam. [1789] 1994 he Wealth of Nation®New York: The Modern Library.

Smith, Eliot R., Daniel A. Miller, Angela T. Maitner, Sara A. Crump, Teresgi&a
Marques, and Diane M. Mackie. 2006. “Familiarity can increase stereotyping.”
Journal of Experimental Social Psycholog®:471-478.

Smith, Ryan. 2004. “Scientists prove time flies when you're blisyptess NewsAugust

6. Retrieved April 15, 2009
(http://www.expressnews.ualberta.ca/article.cfm?id=5985).

256



Snyder, Naomi. 2001. “Self-checkout lanes at Km@dtpus Christi Caller-Times
September 7. Retrieved September 7, 2005
(http://www.caller2.com/2001/september/04/today/business/10469.html).

Solow, Robert. 1987. “We Had Better Watch Odtéw York Review of Bogkiuly 12.

Stiroh, Kevin J. 2002 “Information Technology and the U.S. Productivity Revival: What
Do the Industry Data SayThe American Economic RevieVol. 92:1559-76.

Supermarket New2009. “Supermarket News’ Top 75 Retailers for 2009.” Retrieved
February 19, 2009 (http://supermarketnews.com/profiles/top75/2009-top-75/).

Thomas, William.l. and Dorothy S. Thomas. 192Be Child in America: Behavior
problems and program&lew York: Knopf.

Thompson, Paul. 198%he Nature of Work: An Introduction to Debates on the Labour
Process2nd ed London: Macmillan.

Tilly, Chris and Philip Moss. 1996. “Soft skills and race: An investigation of black men’s
employment problemsWork and Occupation®3:252-276.

Trask, Colin. 2006. “The psychology of self-servicg€lf-Service World
January/February. Retrieved Feburary 8, 2006
(http://www.selfserviceworld.com/article.php?id=4738).

Triplett, Jack E. 1999. "The Solow Productivity Paradox: What do computers do to
productivity." Canadian Journal of Economic32:309-334.

Tucker, James. 1993. “Everyday Forms of Employee Resistédoeidlogical Forum
8:25-45.

Turner, R. Jay and Patricia Roszell. 1994. "Personal Resources and the Stesss"Proc
Pp. 179-210 irStress and Mental Health: Contemporary Issues and Prospects for the
Future edited by William R. Avison and lan H. Gotlib. New York: Plenum Press.

Underhill, Paco. 1999Vhy We Buy: The Science of Shopphew York: Simon and
Schuster.

United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW). n.d. “Self-Scanners Impact WaKforc
Retrieved April 21, 2009
(http://www.ufcw.org/your_industry/retail/industry_news/uscan.cfm).

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2008. “Grocery Stor€sreer Guide to Industries,
2008-2009 Retrieved April 5, 2009 (http://www.bls.gov/oco/cg/cgs024.htm).

257



. 2008. “CashiersOccupational Employment and Wages, May 2603trieved
September 9, 2008 (http://www.bls.gov/oes/2007/may/oes412011.htm).

. 2007. “Grocery StoreCareer Guide to Industries, 2006-2007 Edition
Retrieved March 15, 2007 (http://www.bls.gov/oco/cg/cgs024.htm).

. 2006. “CashiersOccupational Outlook Handbook, 2006-07 Editi®etrieved
March 15, 2007 (http://www.bls.gov/oco/ocos116.htm).

. 2000. “Trends in Youth Employment: Data from the Current Population Survey.”
Pp. 30-51 irReport on the Youth Labor Forc&/ashington, DC: U.S. Department of
Labor. Retrieved January 16, 2009 (www.bls.gov/opub/rylf/pdf/chapter4.pdf).

. 1977Technological Change and Its Impact in Five Industrizagletin 1961,
U.S. Department of Labor.

van Ark, Bart, Simon Kuipers, and Gerard Kuper, eds. 2B8fductivity, Technology,
and Economic GrowtBoston: Kluwer.

Veblen, Thorstein. [1899] 199F4he Theory of the Leisure Cladéew York: Penguin
Books.

Vivarelli, Marco. 1995The Economics of Technology and Employment: Theory and
Empirical EvidenceEdward Elgar Publishing.

Wardell, Mark. 1999. “Labor Processes: Moving Beyond Braverman and the Deskilling
Debate.” Pp. 1-16 iRethinking the Labor Processdited by M. Wardell, T. L.
Steiger, and P. Meiksins. Albany, NY: State University of New York$res

Wardell, Mark, Thomas L. Steiger, and Peter Meiksins, eds. Fg9finking the Labor
ProcessAlbany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Weiler, Stephan. 2001. “Unemployment in Regional Labor Markets: Using Structural
Theories to Understand Local Jobless Rates in West Virginia Unemployment i
Regional Labor Markets: Using Structural Theories to Understand Locak3obl
Rates in West Virginia.Industrial and Labor Relations Revie®4:573-592.

Western, Bruce. 1995. “A Comparative Study of Working-Class DisorganizatroonU
Decline in Eighteen Advanced Capitalist Countridgrierican Sociological Review
Vol. 60:179-201

Wiedenhoft, Wendy. 2004. "The Politics of Consumption.” Paper presented at the annual

meeting of the American Sociological Association, August 14-17, San Francisc
California.

258



Williams, Rosalind H. 1982Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late Nineteenth-
Century FranceBerkeley: University of California Press

Willmott, Hugh 1990. “Subjectivity and the Dialectics of Praxis: Opening up the Gfor
Labour Process Analysis.” Pp. 336-78.@mbour Process Theorgdited by David
Knights and Hugh Willmott. London: Macmillan

Wollenhaupt, Gary. 2007. “Personnel MatteSéifserviceworldJuly.

Wood, Stephen, ed. 198Phe Degradation of Work?: Skill, Deskilling and the Labour
ProcessLondon: Hutchinson.

Wright, Erik Olin. 1980. “Class and Occupatioiffieory and Socief®:177-214.

. 1976. “Class Boundaries in Advanced Capitalist Sociehiesv’Left Review
98:3-41.

Wright, Erik Olin, Cynthia Costello, David Hachen and Joey Sprague. 1982. “The
American Class StructureAmerican Sociological Review7:709-726.

Zajonc, Robert B. 1968. “Attitudinal Effects of Mere Exposudadrnal of Personality
and Social Psycholog:1-27.

Zuboff, Shoshona. 198& the Age of the Smart Machirdew York: Basic Books.

259



