
CORE ASSORTMENT
As far as the core assortment is concerned, “Right 

now, cookies and crackers are driving the business,” 
Kitchen said.  

AAFES Snacks Subcategory 
Trends, Fiscal 2012*

Category Vs. Prior year

Cookies 17%
Crackers 3%

Popcorn/Pretzels/Puffs 0%
Nuts -1%

Chips -8%
Dips -35%
totaL -2%

* Year-to-date December
Source: AAFES

Among the products in those catego-
ries that drive that segment are several 
“never out of stocks” including Cheez-
It, Rice Krispies Treats, and Oreos.

Regarding popular Lance-brand 
cracker products, Kitchen pointed out 
that these fall under DSD, and, as a re-
sult, are not in the everyday set. “While 
they might be included in the numbers 
in a total company rollup, they are not 
on the planogram.” In addition, Kitchen 

noted, “Lance is CONUS-only because of 
the code life on the product.” Code dates 

‘Seeing the 
acceptance of 
healthier and 
better for you 

is exciting. Our 
customers do 
want healthier 

options.’ 
— AAFES Snacks Category Buyer 

Melissa Kitchen

CATEGORY MANAGEMENT
Assortment considerations are pivotal to suc-

cess. “It’s really about getting the everyday assort-
ment right, and then driving that with promotional 
offers and price breaks,” Kitchen said. “The overall 
core assortment is the sales driver there, and if that is 
right, it will carry the category — that is one aspect 
I am focused on with the appointment of category 
captains this year in snacks.” 

In Kitchen’s salty snacks subcategories, the most 
recent category captains have been Blue Diamond, 
Planters and ConAgra. In the DSD area, Frito-Lay 
is the category captain covering chips, various con-
venience items, and certain meat snacks such as 
Matador. In cookies and crackers, the most recent 
category captain has been the Kellogg Co. 

In each category, the buyer said, “During the last 
salty snacks review, the category captains each gave 
me kind of a different dimension of insight, as far 
as the product categories they cover are concerned.”

Kitchen also cross-references data from her cat-
egories with related DSD categories, where simi-
lar product types require a more all-encompassing 
awareness of the overall salty snack picture. “I’m 
always out there dissecting, analyzing all the infor-
mation I can, however, it’s been six months since the 
last category review. We update our planograms an-
nually, so some of that information is just starting to 
come in.”
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As troops transition back from Contingency areas to Stateside locations, the Exchange is adjusting its planogram 
sets to meet evolving customer expectations. Camp Marmal, Afghanistan.

C oming off a strong rebound in 2012, in which 
the non-direct store delivery (DSD) snacks area 
recouped sales ground lost in 2011, Army & Air 

Force Exchange Service (AAFES) Snacks Category 
Buyer Melissa Kitchen is optimistic about building 
on this momentum in Exchange stores during the 
new fiscal year.

While snacks sales comparisons took a hit from 
contingency drawdowns, in particular in Mobile 
Field Exchange (MFE) sales downrange, Kitchen 
said, “I am very confident with the direction that we 
are going.”

And with good reason; since she took over the 
category, it has clawed its way back from sales that 
were 14 percent down, to activity that was down 
only 2 percent. The category is slated for 2-percent 
growth in 2013, even in the face of a continuing 
drawdown in Southwest Asia and troop movements 
from Europe.

One series of questions Kitchen and other mem-
bers of the Retail Food team are tightly focused on 
is, “What can we do to ensure the patrons make Ex-
change stores their destination of choice, and how 
can we provide them with motivating factors to come 
to our stores?” From there, Kitchen said, the focus 
then becomes, “‘How do we grow the basket?’ We are 
keyed in on “buy more, save more” — reinforcing the 
motivation that as patrons buy more at the Exchange, 
they also save more.” 

Growing the Basket, 
Building Patron Savings
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— or the better-for-you version.”
Another recent BFY addition to Kitchen’s assort-

ment was a low-sodium almond SKU. “It was real 
important that we had a low-sodium option in that 
subcategory; data also showed that the low-sodium 
SKU was actually somewhat rivaling the roasted and 
salted.”

Kitchen said she fully embraced the Exchange’s 
“Be Fit” initiative: “I participate in that on a monthly 
basis, and my goal is to have something unique and 
different on our monthly ‘Be Fit’ program — some-
thing that is outside the everyday stock assortment.” 

The program also provides a useful vehicle for 
evaluating promising new products that fit the health 
and fitness trend. “This not only has the added ben-
efit of giving the customers a unique opportunity to 
try something new that is also a healthy option, but 
it also gives us a gauge on how well the customer is 
going to receive that item … providing the Exchange 
valuable insight into its suitability for consideration 
for future inclusion in the everyday set.” 

ACCEPTANCE CURVE
Monitoring an emerging subcategory’s place on 

the acceptance curve among patrons is a continual 
process. “Timing is everything: for a period of time 
to elapse before a product’s potential inclusion in a 
set doesn’t necessarily mean that a company does 
not have a worthy product,” Kitchen noted. “It may 
mean that the AAFES demographics were not ready 
for that particular set, or that healthier, better-for-you 
option, at that time. But we are certainly much fur-
ther along that curve today. Seeing the acceptance of 
healthier and better for you is exciting. Our custom-
ers do want healthier options.” 

While many young enlisted might prefer a regular 
selection or “the fully-loaded snacks — and that’ll 
probably never go away,” Kitchen said, “shaping the 
category requires balance, and careful attention to 
trying to meet all of your customers’ expectations.”

—E and C NEWS

are a key consideration for AAFES’s worldwide net-
work of stores, since date-sensitive foods may be 
unsuitable for the additional transit times needed 
for overseas locations. “We review code dates all the 
time, and because the business with Snyder’s-Lance 
is growing, we always discuss how we might get ex-
tended code life on that type of product.”

PROMOTIONS
ChocolateFest in May, SnackFest in September, 

Cookie Festival in November, and NutFest in Decem-
ber, are all highlighted on the snack area calendar.

 Although ChocolateFest was a top promotion for 
the candy category, it was also a robust one for snacks, 
according to Kitchen, since many items in the snacks 
category also include chocolate as an ingredient.

Cookie Festival in November, she said, “was 
very positive.” For 2013, she noted that the category 
is looking at leveraging a tie into Back-to-School 
(BTS) for its SnackFest. In December, NutFest per-
formed exceptionally well, according to the buyer, 
with a 10-percent lift. 

SIMPLE/COMPLEX PROMOTIONS
One functionality that the Exchange has recently 

enhanced, Kitchen observed, “is our ability to con-
duct ‘simple/complex promotions’ in the snacks cate-
gory via the point of sale (POS) — for example, ‘Buy 
One, Get One Free, (BOGO)’ or, buy a certain quan-
tity and, get a specific percent off. This is a big initia-
tive that will help us grow the basket and grow the 
business in 2013, working with our vendor partners.”

The buyer emphasized that suppliers “are obvi-
ously key here, because we can’t do it without them. 
We’ve put a great deal of emphasis on discussing all 
the new opportunities that are opening up with these 
types of offers with our vendor partners.” The latest 
phase of the initiative was rolled out in December, 
and since then, the topics of “simple/complex pro-
motions and idea generation for cross-promotions 
with other departments and product lines; how these 
will be executed, and how we’re going to drive the 
business forward, have been key components of the 
discussion at every sit-down meeting, and in every 
phone call.” 

One example of such a promotion might be a tie-
in to a video game launch, using with-purchase offers 
from the snack and beverages category. “Whatever 
the promotion, we’re always working with our part-
ners to grow the basket.”

WAREHOUSE SNACKS
The trend toward bulk quantities continues to 

factor in the retail equation across a multitude of 
channels, and the Exchange is no exception with its 
multi-channel portfolio of stores. “For 2013, we are 
continuing to grow our warehouse snacks within our 
warehouse chip set.” Kitchen clarified that this is a 
different initiative than for the DSD area, where the 
Exchange “already has great partners with Frito-Lay 
and Snyder’s-Lance.”

“I recently added another 15 items to our ware-
house snack set, which we are going to manage 
through our other vendor partners, and through the 
Exchange’s warehouse.”

In this area, the Exchange, Kitchen noted, “re-
cently added Food Should Taste Good. This is a 
new chip product that was formerly independent but 
which has since been bought by General Mills. … 
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And there are many other possibilities on the table.”

BETTER FOR YOU (BFY)
Another important area of focus in her snack cat-

egories for 2013, Kitchen said, is to embrace healthy, 
better-for-you (BFY) snack options. “That’s where 
the trend is,” she continued, “Among the ideas we are 
considering might be an endcap, or a 4-foot section 
in the everyday set — one that has strictly healthy, 
better-for-you snack options — and bring that into 
the Exchange.” 

If the BFY concept does not ultimately become 
its own set, the buyer noted that another option would 
be to “incorporate it into the everyday section, so the 
customer has a choice between the ‘fully loaded’ ver-
sion — often popular with young enlisted personnel 
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