
into the future faster than expected. The change 
is not necessarily bad; but it certainly will keep 
us on our toes! 

Knowing that a top-line sales increase for 2017 
will be challenging, we do feel we need to lever-
age those categories where we are seeing strong 
growth trends. 

Hardlines is one such category. As with other 
retailers, we are seeing consistent increases in cat-
egories such as sporting goods (+35 percent) and 
sports nutrition (+85 percent) — we are planning 
these departments up significantly for next year 
as they are coming off a very strong 2016, where 
the categories were re-worked and expanded. 

Another growth opportunity in larger-segment 
stores is pet. We added 15 locations to the pet as-
sortment last year and expanded the high-margin 
segments like treats and toys. 

For 2017, we are planning to see exponential 
growth and are working to expand our vendor 
base and partnerships. We are coming off our first 
year with an increase in televisions and electron-
ics in four years. We believe the decline of sales 
in consumer electronics technology has finally 
turned the corner for us, and are planning an 
increase for fiscal 2017. 

Softlines had a very soft 2016 — and the fourth 
quarter was exceptionally difficult. As younger 
consumers turn away from name brands to in-
expensive fast-fashion retailers such as H&M and 
Zara, we saw double-digit sales decreases in the 
fourth quarter. 

Our space/assortments are somewhat limited, 

I n early September 2016, Samantha Bishop was 
named as the chief merchandising officer (CMO) of 
the Coast Guard Exchange (CGX). In this exclusive 

interview, she reviews her goals in her new role; how 
she aims to carry CGX’s recent sales and net profit 
success story into the new fiscal year, and some of the 
new programs — such as planogram compliance with 
the Army & Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) and 
auto replenishment — that are set to roll out in 2017.

E and C News: Tell us a little about your first 
several months as CGX CMO. What are some 
of your goals in your new role?

Samantha Bishop: I feel so fortunate to have 
been asked to take on such an exciting role with 
a great organization. The support I have received 
from the leadership here at headquarters, in the 
field, and in the vendor community has been 
very encouraging. Coming into the new posi-
tion towards the end of the year was hectic, but 
it gave me some time to analyze the plans that 
were already in place for the fourth quarter and 
take away some lessons learned when planning 
for 2017. 

We are coming off one of our strongest financial 
years ever. Through the end of December, sales 
were up 0.3 percent, and gross margin increased 
1.7 percent. But our biggest success story is with 
net profit: a 4.9-percent increase over 2015, which 
was the second largest profit-producing year in 
our history! 

As impressive as 2016 results have been, we are 

planning an even better fiscal 2017. We need to 
build market awareness in our customers of the 
product, continue our investment in growth, and 
build enduring vendor partnerships that enable 
us to support our customers. 

Part of my goal the first several months was 
to begin meeting with our larger vendor partners 
and review opportunities for the upcoming year. 
In the military exchange marketplace, I feel our 
vendor partnerships are one of the most important 
relationships we have; like us, they understand 
our mission and their support is invaluable. 

 
E and C News: What are CGX’s plan goals 
for fiscal 2017? 

Bishop: One of the main issues we are facing 
for 2017 is the Department of Defense (DoD)-
mandated tobacco price increases that are sched-
uled to take place in March. These increases are 
putting a cloud of uncertainty on all aspects of 
our business, and planning for this year has been 
a challenge. 

So much of our business and store footsteps is 
affected by tobacco sales, and at this time, there 
is ambiguity on what the overall impact will be 
— currently, we are planning an 11-percent de-
crease in tobacco, but that number is essentially 
analyzed speculation. 

This is really a crossroads for us; we know 
overall the longevity of a business model heavily 
dependent on tobacco and alcohol sales is not 
sustainable, and this policy is simply forcing us 

‘One More Item …
 One More Visit’

Samantha Bishop, 
CGX Chief Merchandising Officer

Bishop
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The CGX expects to improve on its strong performance 
in fiscal 2016 with an even better fiscal 2017. It hopes to 
do this by building a market awareness in its customers 
of the product, continuing its investment in growth, and 
building enduring vendor partnerships that enable CGX 
to support its customers throughout the exchange system, 
for example here at its Chesapeake, Va., flagship store.
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We take pride in knowing our customers and un-
derstanding what they want from their exchange 
— we want to be in stock in these products at all 
times and feel there is huge opportunity for growth. 

Convenience also has a large opportunity/
challenge in planogram compliance, and we are 
partnering with store operations on some new 
standards and feel sure 2017 will bring the store 
uniformity that is critical to success.  

E and C News: What opportunities and chal-
lenges do you see for the CGX merchandising 
team in the coming year? 

Bishop: The only consistency at CGX seems to 
be change! Since I started with the Coast Guard in 
2006, we have grown exponentially. From a small 
decentralized buying office to a staff of over 30 
talented merchants — we really have expanded 
at an incredibly fast pace. 

With investments in an ever-growing e-com-
merce site, a state-of-the-art ERP system, and the 
addition of new business intelligence (BI) and 
planning systems, we have finally reached a place 
where the tools are all there — we just need to 
continually utilize our technology resources and 
be open to change. 

Our main priority for 2017 is to convert all 
of our purchasing from manual store ordering of 
AAFES product to automatic replenishment and 
ensure consistency and compliance of planograms. 

Currently, AAFES provides product for many 
of our stores in primarily the HBC, household, 
and spirits areas. We began the auto replenish-
ment rollout in November and our lofty goal is 
to be complete in 2017. Moving to this system 
will free up countless man-hours in the stores in 
the areas of receiving and in ordering processes. 
Also, by downloading files, we can ensure pricing 
parity among product families and store locations. 

I am honored to have been selected to lead 
such a talented and dedicated team. I know 2017 
will be great year at the Coast Guard Exchange. 
Whatever challenges lie ahead, I know we will 
remain true to our mission and the wonderful 
customers we serve!
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and with the value and savings proposition 
in name brands like Nike and The North 
Face being our cornerstone, CGX is getting 
hit harder than most. 

For 2017, working with our partners at 
the Doneger Group, I have challenged our 
buying team to add new and “younger” 
resources. With this refocus of our apparel 
assortment, we are planning a modest sales 
increase in fiscal 2017, so let’s just say I am 
“cautiously optimistic.” 

Consumables is a category that we are 
continually working to grow and revisit 
our assortment and needs. We are fortu-
nate to have a great partner in the McLane 
Company, and now work with them twice 
annually to update our assortments and 
planograms. 

Our Merchandise Planning and Ana-
lytics Team, led by Manager Joe Calcagni, 
has done an excellent job in fine-tuning 
the replenishment module for McLane and 
other key categories, and currently is running at 
about a 96-percent in-stock rate for consumables.  

For 2017, I would like to continue to expand 
on this movement, increasing the already strong 
in-stock rates and reducing the inventory invest-
ment to our health and beauty care (HBC), house-
hold, and wine/spirits departments, which will be 
moving to auto replenishment this year as well. 

E and C News: What new retail or merchandis-
ing programs is CGX planning to roll out in 2017?

Bishop: Like our sister exchanges, we are very 
excited about the Veterans online shopping benefit 
(VOSB) launch that is taking place in Novem-
ber. We had the pleasure of visiting with Army 
& Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) Director 
and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Tom Shull and 
his executive team in Dallas, Texas, last fall and 
enjoyed hearing about their work to spearhead 
this initiative. 

VOSB is going to benefit both the exchanges 
and the veteran community in so many ways, 
and for us, the timing of this rollout couldn’t be 
better! We recently invested in an upgrade to our 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, Mi9, 
allowing increased communication and function-
ality of our merchandising system and webstore 
www.SHOPCGX.com. This update will help the 
merchandising team in providing a more robust 
online assortment for our customers as well as in-
tegrating functionality for pricing and inventories. 

John Reiley, our chief operating officer (COO), 
has been a big proponent over the past several 
years of updating and adopting retail technology 
and systems to ensure we are current, and have 
the tools needed to help improve our efficiencies. 
I am glad to work for a company that understands 
the importance of integrating technology and 
retail to improve the ways in which we can serve 
our customers. 

Our strategy for growth in 2017 is really fo-
cused around a “one more item ... one more visit” 
mantra. If we can entice our customer to add that 
additional item to their basket and make CGX a 
shopping destination for one additional visit, we 
feel the impact on sales, profitability, and top-of-

mind recognition will be vast.  
So how do we do that? 
One project is for merchandising to partner 

with store planning to look at the space dedication 
and sales-per-square-foot performance in our top 
stores. Since 2008, we have remodeled over 20 
stores companywide. Those stores were remod-
eled with the goal of growing and promoting new 
categories of business. It’s time to now go back 
and revisit the opportunities and square-foot al-
location in these locations. 

With advanced inventory allocation systems, 
our “fine-tuned” assortments have left us with 
some departments being over-spaced. We need to 
evolve and offer expansion in growth categories 
for that “one more item.” 

Another personal goal is to lead the merchan-
dising team in an intensive focus on selected “top-
performing stores” and “top-potential stores” (those 
that are perhaps underperforming). These stores 
will be closely monitored and supported in the 
areas of merchandise mix, sales, inventory, and 
promotions. 

We will also increase communication with 
the store management team to ensure the needs 
of the local base clientele are being addressed. I 
am hopeful this strategy will result in building 
momentum for the “one more visit” portion of 
our mantra! 

E and C News: What categories do you forecast 
to be strong in CGX stores in 2017?

Bishop: Like our sister exchanges, we are seeing 
tremendous growth in the healthy lifestyle areas. 
Fitness technology, athletic apparel, and sports 
nutrition continue to grow as a key component 
in the assortment of stores of all sizes.

We will also continue to focus on our con-
venience assortment as we build on the Coast 
Guard’s mission of promoting a healthy lifestyle. 
We need to work to continually promote our “Fit 
Forward” brand message and supply the stores 
with fresh options that will fulfill this mission. 

Looking for new resources to fill this niche is a 
constant challenge in some of our smaller stores, 
but a category we are always working to improve. 

The pet category is a growth oppor-
tunity for the CGX in larger-segment 
stores like the Chesapeake, Va., Ex-
change.  The exchange service added 
15 locations to the pet assortment 
in 2016 and expanded high-margin 

segments like treats and toys. 
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