
I ntensifying national brands is a strategy 
that has served the Army & Air Force Ex-
change Service well, and it is one that AAFES 

President and Chief Merchandising Officer (CMO) 
Ana Middleton is looking to extend in fiscal 2018. 
The Be Fit program, digital content enhancement, 
customer segmentation marketing and eCommerce 
also figure prominently in Middleton’s plans, along 
with an installation-wide approach to the customer 
on base.

On insights gained from AAFES’s holiday sales 
successes and the launch of the Veterans online 
shopping benefit (VOSB) ...

Ana Middleton: I could not be prouder of 
the Exchange team and the results we drove this 
past holiday season! We followed a very intense 
path for the past four years to make VOSB a success 
and also to build out our eCommerce platform 
to support it. We succeeded and kicked off the 
selling season on Veterans Day, and the results 
speak for themselves. 

With the approval announcement of the VOSB 
in January 2017, the planning for the launch shifted 
into high gear. We immediately engaged key sup-
pliers to plan and prepare for the Veterans Day 
launch. My teams had a ‘Go Big or Go Home’ 
mentality, and our strategic risks certainly paid 
dividends. We are very grateful to our industry 
partners, suppliers and brokers for believing in 
our vision and fully supporting us during this 
highly competitive period.

Exchange overall holiday sales (Nov. 1 
to Dec. 24) were up 9 percent, which beat 

industry growth of 5 percent for the same 
period. Even more exciting was our online growth 
for the same period: industry online increased an 
impressive 18 percent while shopmyexchange.
com came in at an unprecedented 65-percent 
increase. Online sales for fiscal months November 
and December combined came in at $131 million 
versus $70.4 million during the prior year. 

The most exciting aspect of our online sales 
growth this holiday season was that 80 percent 
of it came from organic growth — with about 20 
percent coming from our new segment of Veteran 
customers.     

While the sales growth was extremely gratify-
ing, the Exchange Buying/Planning, Allocation 
and Replenishment (PAR) team also received three 
industry call-outs that I feel truly validated the 
benefit. We kicked off the season right by making 
WalletHub’s “Best Stores For Black Friday” list — 
the Exchange came in at No. 10 with a savings 
of 37.25 percent for our customers.

The second recognition was being named 
TWICE as the best deal in December — which 
gave the Exchange the distinction of being the 
No.-1 deal for our Samsung 58-in. 4K Ultra HD 
HDR Smart TV offer — again, driving home the 
value of the benefit! 

Finally… and this is really significant … New 
Age Electronics recognized the PowerZone team — 
led by Chris Burton, vice president (VP), Hardlines 
and Bill Reynolds, PowerZone divisional merchan-

dise manager (DMM) 
— as 2017 Retailer of 
the Year at the 2018 
Consumer Electronics 
Show (CES).  

Retail is a contact 
sport, and the Ex-
change team came to play and win! The credit 
for this year’s success is shared across the entire 
Exchange. The buying and PAR teams were on 
the front lines and were fearlessly led by Com-
modity VPs Chris Burton, Tammie Shelmire and 
Eric Sidman, and PAR Directors Martha Robuck, 
Shirley Strano and Eric Boen. These teams eagerly 
embraced the challenge and strategically positioned 
the Exchange for growth across all businesses.  

A major call-out for our online success lies on 
the fulfillment side of the house. Chief Logistics 
Officer (CLO) Karen Stack and her team truly el-
evated our capabilities from 2014, going from two 
distribution center (DC) eCommerce fulfillment 
centers to five in 2017 — with a singular focus 
and shared mantra of “Pick, Pack, and Ship the 
same day.” 

Our Chief Operating Officer (COO), Dave Nel-
son, collaborated with David Lemons, VP, eCom-
merce Merchandise and Operations, to launch 69 
ship-from-store facilities, which greatly improved 
our inventory availability and speed of delivery 
to customers. 

The region teams embraced this new fulfillment 
model and picked up the Logistics team’s focus 
and passion for same-day fulfillment. Sandi Lute, 
VP, Marketing/Customer Engagement and Judd 
Anstey, VP, Corporate Communications, led the 
outreach efforts spread-
ing the word about the 

‘Go Big           or Go Home!’
AAFES President and Chief Merchandising Officer Ana Middleton

Middleton

In 2017, AAFES introduced an 
enhanced experience at the Fort 
Riley, Kan., Big Red One Express, 
transforming its traditional C-Store 
environment into something new. 
In 2018, AAFES plans to take the 
elements that are working at the 
Express and roll them out to 25 

additional Express locations.

With 64 Be Fit concept 
shops across the enter-
prise, AAFES is developing 
scalable options for smaller 
stores and testing the ad-
dition of touch screens to 
existing concept shops.
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new VOSB, culminating in the first-ever Exchange 
television commercial, which aired on Dec. 23 
during the Armed Forces Bowl. 

Jami Richardson, senior VP (SVP), Exchange 
Credit Program and her team worked tirelessly 
to meet and exceed the customer’s expectations 
in our call center. 

Finally, Karen Cardin, SVP, eCommerce, working 
closely with Danny Starnes, VP, Web, Mobile, and 
Mickey Bradford, SVP, Information Technology 
(IT), focused on ensuring our shopmyexchange.
com site could withstand the increased traffic and 
deliver a better user experience for the holiday 
selling season. She also worked hand-in-hand 
with Dr. Jim Skibo, SVP, Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM), to segment our messaging 
to drive higher conversion. 

Our customer focus and team collaboration 
has never been stronger at the Exchange. At the 
risk of sounding corny, they say “it takes a vil-
lage,” and in our case, while it may not “take a 
village,” it certainly takes a team that is “all in” 
and leaning forward to deliver and protect the 
promised benefit to our customers. 

On 2018 sales plans and goals and accompany-
ing promotions ... 

Middleton: The Exchange’s 2018 sales goals 
for Softlines, Hardlines and Convenience Channel 
are approximately $908 million, $2.5 billion, and 
$1.5 billion, respectively.

We will continue to highlight and intensify the 
value proposition of our national brands while 
simultaneously enhancing the customer in-store 
experience by leveraging our expanded online as-
sortment and improving our digital engagement.

Tried-and-true concepts will be foundational 
to our efforts and will continue to drive growth. 
In 2017, we launched a new approach to our 
Center Pad (Cosmetics, Fine Jewelry and Hand-
bags) business with a focus on “how she shops” 
versus how we merchandise. The commercializa-
tion of cosmetics, with Ulta and Sephora leading 
the way, has been a huge disruptor in this space, 
and we realized we had to evolve or lose our loyal 
customers. 

Customers are no longer brand loyal. They 
are driven by influencers in social media and pop 
culture with a focus on solutions versus brand. 
“She” mixes brands to find the best products to 
meet her needs. Aside from the introduction of 
new brands and “try me”/“trend” zones in this 
space, we’ve also changed the way we connect 
with our customers in this category with how-
to videos and social media engagement — with 
much more planned for 2018.   

With 64 Be Fit concept shops across the en-
terprise, we are developing scalable options for 
smaller stores and testing the addition of touch 
screens to existing concept shops to invite cus-
tomers to explore shopmyexchange.com for 
additional brands, styles, sizes and colors. Our 
outdoor brands, such as The North Face, Columbia 
and Kuhl, enjoyed an exceptional 2017, and will 
be fortified with the introduction of new brands 

like Adidas Terrex, Carhartt and Realtree, 
to name a few, in 2018.

Riding the Be Fit success coattails even 
further, we’re introducing new sports nutri-
tion concept shops in our stores. The proto-
type was introduced in late 2017 at the Fort 
Campbell, Ky., Main Store with about 10 
more rollouts scheduled for 2018. Partnering 
with EURPAC to develop this concept, the 
Campbell prototype invites customers to 
explore product information through touch 
screens in a new engaging environment. 
Early results are very promising!

The Chef Shops anchoring our house-
wares area will be infused with exciting new 
brands in 2018, which led off in January with a new 
line of cookware and gadgets by Weight Watch-
ers that directly align with our Be Fit campaign.  

During the first quarter, we’ll also launch our 
newest Celebrity Chef, Ayesha Curry, whose Home 
Kitchen program on the Food Network has at-
tracted a new wave of young families to gather 
around the kitchen table.  

In addition, we’re creating complete solutions 
in stores that will combine the best from our 
Chefs and Gourmet Food with new programs 
from Stonewall Kitchen and Cucina & Amore, a 
collection of savory ingredients that focuses on 
innovative and healthy meals.  

Servicemembers look to the Exchange to provide 
a full array of products critical for raising young 
children. A few years ago, we repositioned our 
baby and kids area to bring these items together 
in the center of the store, and we’re now working 
to further improve the shopping experience by 
remerchandising those products most shopped for, 
and by adding helpful tools such as in-store sign-
ing and guides to our expanded online selection.  

As we continue to welcome home Veterans 
and expand the reach of our offerings, we’re also 
revisiting our online gifting program, which is a 
key component in shopping for baby. We want 
the Exchange to be the first choice for parents 
with the best products at everyday values.

With the saturation of the panel and tablet 
market along with customer acceptance/adoption 
of home automation/smart home products, the 
PowerZone experience is being redesigned to cre-
ate a more interactive, engaging “explore/play” 
environment. Categories such as home automa-
tion will be relocated to be more prominently 
featured in the assortment, inviting customers 
to explore “hands-on” the capabilities of these 
new products.

In 2017, we introduced an enhanced experi-
ence at the Fort Riley, Kan., Big Red One Express, 
truly transforming our traditional C-Store envi-
ronment. The new concept includes a focus on 
specialty beverage and hot-to-go food options, an 
experiential Class Six, robust Be Fit and better-for-
you assortments, and a queuing line that entices 
customers to pick up additional items on their 
way to the register.  

In 2018, we will take the elements that are 
working at this store and roll them out on a scal-
able approach to 25 additional Express locations. 

For 2018, several of our initiatives have already 
been discussed, but our overarching strategy will 
be to build upon the success of our national brand 
intensification effort, Be Fit program focus, digital 
content enhancement and customer segmenta-
tion marketing.  

While our Be Fit initiative has been our focus 
for the last few years, we are redoubling our ef-
forts in 2018 as we work closely to support the 
Healthy Army Community and Air Force Smart 
Fueling initiatives. Trini Saucedo, SVP, Food and 
Services, is actively engaged in these committees 
and works across all businesses to highlight our 
holistic approach to the Be Fit program, begin-
ning with our Be Fit apparel and footwear concept 
shops, and extending to our Express grab-and-go 
“better for you” products and healthier meal op-
tions at Exchange restaurants. 

At the end of 2017, we also introduced our 
Be Fit influencers, Sgt. Maj. Edward Bell, and his 
wife Lisa, a Fort McNair, Washington, D.C., fitness 
coach. Together, they share tips and encourage-
ment in our tabloids and across our social me-
dia platforms. Sandi Lute is the architect of this 
awareness campaign, and we are excited to see 
how these efforts drive customer behavior. 

Finally, Karen Cardin and Dr. Jim Skibo will 
continue to work closely together to drive per-
sonalization that will translate into improved 
eCommerce and in-store sales conversion. 

CRM is a quickly evolving capability for us, 
and it is yielding significant results. We have a 
far deeper understanding of our customers than 
we have ever had, and it is giving us the ability 
to gain relevance and loyalty. It also gives us an 
understanding of what customer segments we 
resonate with and what segments need attention. 

We are also taking a more holistic view of our 
customers and their military community. We are 
not only thinking of our footprint on the installa-
tion, but now we are thinking of the entire instal-
lation and what it represents to our customers. 

Stay tuned, because that means we will be col-
laborating with all components on the installation 
in some really remarkable ways. This will be key 
to our success in 2018 as we put the customer 
at the center of all our marketing engagements. 

So while category performance ebbs and flows 
with customer trends, personalization will be what 
customers seek — engaging with them in catego-
ries that matter to them — not that matter to us.
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DOLLAR VOLUME

Home entertainment 
Computer hardware

Major appliances
Health and beauty

Spirits
Heat and eat and ice

Outdoor living
Food

Furniture
Luggage

PERCENTAGE GROWTH

Home entertainment 
Computer hardware

Major appliances
Heat and eat and ice

Outdoor living
Furniture
Luggage
Footwear

Cleaning supplies.

AAFES’s Top Categories in 2017
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