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People wait in line outside Katz's Delicatessen in
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Companies have spent decades racing to shave seconds off the checkout line, the drive-
through, the loading spinner. Every second longer that a customer waits is a second closer to
losing the sale — or so the thinking has gone. But businesses have also always known that
captive attention has value. The candy bars and celebrity gossip magazines arranged at eye
level beside every checkout lane weren’t put there by accident: a waiting customer is a
customer whose attention can still be monetized. Businesses figured that out long before
smartphones arrived. What they didn’t anticipate was that consumers would eventually turn
the wait into content themselves.

“Forget about just reducing the cost,” said Subodha Kumar, a professor of statistics,
operations and data science at Temple University’s Fox School of Business. “We can have a
line as a signal of value.”

As technology removes friction from nearly every transaction, the experiences people still
willingly wait for have become increasingly valuable — and increasingly public. They’re not
just posting what they bought. They're posting the line.

“They are also posting pictures of the line,” Kumar said. That shift matters. Social media has
changed the role a queue can play: instead of only documenting what they bought,
consumers increasingly turn the entire experience into content — from getting ready and
waiting to trying the product itself. The line is no longer something that happens before the
experience. For many consumers, it is the experience.

For businesses, Kumar said, those lines have become an asset. Rather than viewing every
minute in a queue as a cost to eliminate, businesses can think about lines in three ways: as
an experience, as a signal, and as a commitment device.

The line as an experience

Richard Larson, the MIT operations researcher known as “Dr. Queue,” has spent his career
thinking about what happens when people wait. Lately, it’s been making him a little sad.
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“As Dr. Queue, I get quite depressed sometimes,” he told Fortune. “If 'm at my Stop & Shop
supermarket and I see a line of, let’s say, nine people, and they all have their heads bowed,
looking at their hands, checking their cell phones — I find that quite depressing.” In the old
days, he said, strangers in a queue would talk to each other. They’d pass the time discussing
the weather, sports, whatever was nearby. “When you're waiting, you're looking for
distractions, you're looking around — because the idea of waiting by yourself with a blank
stare is not good for most people.” The phone filled that void, but at a cost.

Larson is part of a lineage dating back more than a century, when Danish mathematician
Agner Krarup Erlang invented “classical queueing theory” — he was working for a telephone
company and his formulas for managing congestion remain the dominant framework for
understanding queues today. For Dr. Queue’s part, he has helped make datalldriven queue
management a mainstream operations research application rather than a purely academic
exercise. Favorite examples include installing mirrors in elevators and enticing customers to
tolerate waits with the promise of free goods or services.

Larson draws a sharp distinction between kinds of waiting. A supermarket queue brings
together strangers with nothing in common, heads bowed, disengaged. A DMV line is a
shared nuisance. But outside a Broadway theater, a concert venue, or a bakery that has gone
viral, something different happens. Everyone is there for the same thing. “Everyone in the
queue shares the same enthusiasm,” Larson said. “The wait becomes part of the event.”
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That dynamic plays out vividly on social media, where videos of fans camping overnight for
concert tickets, theatergoers tracking Broadway rush lines, and food lovers documenting
viral bakery queues often devote as much attention to the wait as to the product. The line
becomes a narrative with a beginning, middle, and end — content in its own right.

This is the irony at the heart of conspicuous waiting: the same phones that Larson finds
depressing in the supermarket line are what transform a bakery queue into a social
occasion. Gen Z isn’'t bowing their heads to disengage — they’re posting the wait, turning it
into content, broadcasting their presence in the line to an audience that never showed up.
The phone killed one kind of social waiting and created another.

“What if, when the people are waiting, they can do something which is entertaining?” Kumar
said. “Then, maybe the waiting isn’t so bad.” The businesses that have figured this out — the
ones with performers in the queue, immersive environments, or lines that have become
destinations in themselves — aren’t just reducing the pain of waiting. They’re selling it.

The line as a signal

Waiting an hour for an $11 sprinkle-covered cake may look like a peculiarly modern affliction.
In reality, the behavior is old; only the props have changed.

When Veblen wrote about the leisure class, he was writing about aristocrats who signaled
status through expensive, exclusive goods. The display wasn’t just about what they owned,
but about demonstrating they had enough leisure to spend time on pursuits others couldn’t
afford. The viral line is the same instinct, scaled down and democratized. A bakery queue
doesn’t require inherited wealth — only a phone to post with and time to spare. Call it
democratized snobbery: what was once a marker of aristocratic display now belongs to
anyone willing to wait.

Buying an $11 cake is accessible to many consumers. Spending an hour in line for it isn’t. The
scarce resource on display isn’t money. It’s time — and posting the wait is how you spend it
publicly.
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For businesses, the signal cuts both ways. “If people don’t know the quality of what you're
selling, then lines sometimes give a perception — if a line is so long, then the product or
service must be good,” Kumar said. A line communicates value before the customer has
experienced anything. Apple product launches have historically used this logic deliberately,
creating anticipation through limited availability before consumers ever held the device.
Other times, Kumar noted, scarcity happens organically.

Either way, the signal only works if it’s credible. “A line is only a signal when it is credible,”
Kumar said. That credibility can disappear fast.

After videos of long lines outside New York City’s Sprinkle Cake spread across TikTok this
spring, some users pushed back.“All that for sprinkles? On cake?” one user wrote on a TikTok
video posted by the account @whatisthislinefor.nyc. Another noted: “Last week, people
stood in line for a $400 plastic pocket watch. This week, it’s a mini cake covered in
sprinkles.”

But once the line becomes the point, the thing at the end starts to matter less — and
consumers notice. When they decide the wait reflects poor operations rather than genuine
scarcity, the signal breaks down.

What reads as exclusivity reads as incompetence instead.

The line as a commitment device

Waiting doesn’t just shape the experience before a purchase. It can change how consumers
value what comes after.

Investing time before a Broadway performance, sporting event, or another sought-after
experience can make the payoff feel more rewarding, because consumers have already

invested something irreplaceable: their time. The wait creates a stake. “Line adds value
when the wait is chosen by the customers,” Kumar said.
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That distinction — chosen versus imposed — is what separates a line that builds anticipation
from one that simply frustrates. Waiting because of genuine scarcity, or because the wait
itself is an experience, can deepen the value of what follows. Waiting because of poor
operations or unnecessary bottlenecks has the opposite effect. The same queue, different
signal.

Kumar pointed to the FIFA World Cup as a case where both things happened simultaneously.
Waiting to buy tickets built excitement, because fans expected limited availability and chose
to engage with that scarcity. But long waits to enter the stadium — delays that stemmed
from operational failures rather than genuine demand — frustrated the same fans who had
willingly queued for tickets weeks earlier. “The line created value, but the line also destroyed
value,” Kumar said.

The Veblenian instinct that drives conspicuous waiting is real, and businesses that
understand it can design around it. But it only holds as long as customers believe the wait is
worth their time — that what’s at the end of it is genuinely scarce, genuinely good, or
genuinely theirs to brag about. When that belief cracks, the line stops being a signal and
starts being a complaint.

Veblen thought status was for sale. Now, increasingly, it’s for the wait.

The Fortune 500 Innovation Forum will convene Fortune 500 executives, U.S. policy
officials, top founders, and thought leaders to help define what's next for the
American economy, Nov. 16-17 in Detroit. Apply here.
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