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 The truth about the 
science of queueing 

 
Introduction 
 
Discuss with a partner: 
 

1. What kind of things do you queue for? 
2. How long are you prepared to queue for? 
3. Have you ever cut in or jumped the queue? 
4. What would you say if someone pushed in front of you in a queue? 
5. Are people in your country good at queueing? Do you think it matters? 

 

 
 
You’re going to read a text about queueing. Before you read, discuss whether you think 
these statements are TRUE or FALSE: 
 

1. People will generally decide not to join a queue if there are more than four 
people. 

2. It’s easier to wait if you know how long the wait will be 
3. This is why theme parks, like Disney World, tell you the exact time you have to 

wait. 
4. People will wait longer if there are people behind them. 
5. It’s more efficient if people stand on the right of an escalator and let people in a 

hurry pass. 
 

Now read the base text below and see if you were correct. 
 
What surprised you the most? 
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The science of queueing 

Every Saturday at 7am, Adrian Furnham, 
professor of psychology at University College 
London, can be found shopping at his local 
supermarket. “It’s the same sad old gits, who 
recognise me,” he says. “But we know it’s 
very efficient. 1. …………… I’ve tried shopping 
at different places and different times, and 
that is optimal.” 

Furnham studies queueing, but is not 
immune to its stresses. Last week, his latest 
research was widely reported as revealing a 
“rule of six” behind queueing behaviour: 
people will wait for only six minutes in a 
queue, and are unlikely to join one with more 
than six people in it. But it does depend on 
what they are waiting for. “You won’t wait for 
six minutes at an ATM machine,” Furnham 
says, “but you will if you want concert tickets. 
Six minutes was the sort of average. 
However, it does depend how fast the queue 
is moving.” 2. ………….. “I do think, because of 
technology, we’re not used to waiting as 
much as we were,” he says. “You can do 
things much more quickly, which is why 
people get so amazingly pissed off when they 
are forced to queue.” 

Here are five things we have learned from the 
research: 

The serpentine queue is best 

Imagine a bank with five cashier windows and 
20 people wanting to use them. They can 
form five queues of four, which looks less 
daunting, and seems simple. This was the 
usual method in the past, and it gave rise to 
the famously frustrating experience of 
watching the queue you didn’t join move 
faster. Sometimes, people who arrived after 
you might even be served first, while you got 
stuck for hours behind someone trying to 
deposit   £1,000 in small coins. 

They build excitement and provide all kinds of 
diversions in the queue” Furnham says they 
also systematically exaggerate the wait time 
to ensure that customers are pleasantly 
surprised. 

 

The people behind you matter 

According to Furnham, people will wait 
longer in a queue if there are more people 
behind them. On the face of it, this seems 
odd, as the people behind you make no 
difference to how long you will need to wait. 
Psychologically, however, there is some 
sense to it. 

“If you’re standing in a queue and you’re 
number seven and it’s moving slowly, you 
might leave,” Furnham says. “But if, 
suddenly, a group of people arrive behind 
you, then you’re in the middle of the queue 
and you think: ‘Oh well, at least I’m halfway 
through.’” Put simply, when you become 
aware of other people wanting your place in 
the queue, it starts to feel valuable, and 
therefore like something worth hanging on 
to. 

It’s better to stand on both sides of the 
escalator 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-38990535
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The “serpentine queue”, as it is known, solves 
this problem by making everybody wait in 
one long line that snakes through a maze of 
barriers. On reaching the front, you are called 
to whichever cashier is free next, thus sharing 
the effect of the coin saver equally between 
all customers and ensuring everybody gets 
served in the order they arrive. Crucially, 
although they are long, serpentine queues 
move quickly, which is better for morale. 
“People get a sense of progress,” Furnham 
says. 3. ……………. 

Distractions make us queue longer 

People can’t bear waiting without knowing 
how long the wait will be, which is why call 
centres often tell you your number in the 
queue. Even so, having nothing to think about 
but the wait itself can soon become 
intolerable. “If you’re doing something - if 
you’ve got your mobile phone or an iPad or 
something - it helps,” Furnham says. 
4.……………… 

According to Dick Larson, a professor at MIT, 
Disney are the masters of queueing 
psychology. “You might wait 45 minutes for 
an eight-minute ride at Disney World,” he 
told Slate. “But they’ll make you feel as if the 
ride has started while you’re still in line. 
 

 

This innovation horrified some passengers 
when it was trialled at Holborn underground 
station in London in 2015, yet it makes 
perfect sense. Traditionally, British escalators 
operate a slow and a fast lane, allowing 
people to walk up the left side, while the rest 
stand on the right. As a result, those on the 
left can feel angry when a tourist innocently 
blocks their path. However, an escalator with 
a mostly empty fast lane is operating just 
above half capacity. 5. …………………. So, there 
is simply less room on an escalator organised 
the traditional way. If you want to reduce 
congestion at the bottom, make everybody 
stand. 
 
You can probably push in 
 
The social psychologist Stanley Milgram 
studied queues in New York in the 1980s. His 
students visited places they expected to find 
queues, such as railway stations, and 
systematically cut in between the third and 
fourth person, saying: “Excuse me, I’d like to 
get in here.” If someone protested, they 
would leave; if not, they would leave after 
one minute.  
6. ………………, Mostly, they were just met with 
tuts and dirty looks. “People did very little,” 
Furnham says. “And this was New York.” 
 
Source: theguardian.com 19/02/17 
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A. His students reported finding it 
extremely stressful, yet only about 10% of 
the time were they ejected from the line. 

E. When people stand, they can get much 
closer than when they are walking or 
running, and few people are willing to 
walk up great heights in any case. 

 
B. Although there are only two people on 
the till, the whole process is completed 
and I’m back at home within 20 minutes. 

F. Encouragingly, serpentine queues now 
sometimes form spontaneously, for 
instance in front of a bank of cash 
machines. 

 
C. However, most people seem to prefer 
the traditional, longer queues. 

 

G. Before smartphones, this led to the 
installation of mirrors to distract people 
waiting for lifts in skyscrapers. 

D. Perversely, he thinks queueing may 
have become more stressful as a result of 
how much better organised most queues 
have become. 

 

 

 

Follow-up discussion 

How would you explain the queueing habits in your country to somebody visiting for 
the first time? 

What advice would you give? 

 

 

 

 

 


