
fresh fruits and vegetables into one’s diet, a process which 
can naturally help prevent disease. 

“As fresh consumption grows, trends like ‘Super Foods’ 
and specialty items — including chia, watercress, kale, beets, 
beet greens, and fresh herbs — will become even more 
popular for juicing, flavorful cooking. New recipes will help 
old favorites — like root vegetables and squash — to make 
a comeback, making them tasty and interesting again,” she 
explained.

• FARMER’S MARKETS, 
   LOCALLY SOURCED PRODUCE
Farmer’s markets and the locally sourced food trend con-

tinues to impact grocery chains. “There is a growing interest 
in where and how food is produced, so this will continue to 
accelerate the ‘local’ movement,” she said. “DeCA and its 
suppliers are consistently increasing the local offerings found 
in commissaries. Pictures of those farmers are often posted in 
the commissary and the origin location of produce is called 
out at the display or on the packaging at the point of sale. 

“The importance of signage at store level, identifying 
these items as local with inclusion of origin for our consumer, 
is key. DeCA will be conducting farmer’s markets again 
this year throughout the peak season in all commissaries 
and then worldwide, during the upcoming annual Healthy 
Lifestyle Festival in July.”

Bennett said that there are challenges to conducting a 
farmer’s market that are not always considered. “Without 
refrigeration and the ability to conduct proper washing of 
‘samples’ and surfaces, food safety can be a challenge, but 
executing them at the commissary ensures these requirements 
are met,” she noted. “Local produce during peak season 
months has become a normal part of doing business in the 
produce departments. It is sometimes difficult for a consumer 
to see these items as equivalent to those of a farmer’s market 
because they are inside among other products. 

“Realistically, these items are picked up at a local farmer’s 
operations and brought to a central location to be distributed 
to additional stores the next day while maintaining the cold 
chain, which extends the life of the product. This model has 
become very successful for many of our local growers.”

IN-STORE TIPS FOR SUCCESS
Whether handling organic produce or traditional items, 

Bennett believes store directors and in-store personnel can 
boost the department’s success by following a few tips.

“Concentrate on your promotional items; they are ‘the right 

Produce is not only the most colorful depart-
ment in local Defense Commissary Agency 
(DeCA) stores, it is a major sales generator 

for the agency, with a wealth of initiatives in 
tow to keep it is as resilient as possible through 
fiscal 2015.

Bridget Bennett, DeCA’s category manager 
responsible for this department, reported that 
overall tonnage and units of fresh fruits and 
vegetables (FF&V) and other items sold in the 
DeCA produce department “are showing a posi-
tive growth trend” through January 2015, sporting 
increases in both sales (3.15 percent) and units 
(1.42 percent). 

“As health conscious consumers look for better 
options for snacking and make-at-home meal ingredients, 
produce department sales should continue to grow,” she noted. 
“Value-added convenience items that reduce preparation 
time, organic, and local will lead category growth into 2015.”

SELECTION
Bennett said that product selection and having “‘the right 

items at the right time at the right price,’ are always changing 
to meet consumer demand. Fresh consumption is increas-
ing, and a consumer’s lifestyle directly relates to produce, 
and is changing the food industry as a whole. Restaurant 
experiences, cooking shows, social media, ‘how to’ videos, 
and recipes are everywhere you turn. If a consumer is look-
ing for those items and you are not offering them, they will 
begin to look elsewhere.” 

Product selection is a crucial aspect in any commissary, 
both big and small, but Bennett said that this aspect of the 
produce operation “can be a delicate balance” in a smaller 
store without a lot of foot traffic. “Luckily, we have regional 
data that assists in determining the most appropriate choices 
regionally. Staying relevant remains critical.”

By identifying areas of opportunity, Bennett said that 
DeCA stores “can better compete with loss leaders in the 
commercial market and effectively increase produce sales. 
Retail continues to challenge us with deep discounts on loss 
leaders to draw a customer into their store, and while there, 
it’s easy to purchase other items at full price. 

“By consistently displaying mass displays of ‘the right 
items at the right time at the right price,’ we can send a mes-
sage to our shoppers that we have what they are looking for.” 

Although Bennett acknowledges the importance of pa-
trons’ sensory experiences when shopping the department.

“Two of the benefits that we have in display-
ing fresh fruits and vegetables are the aromas 
and bright colors; most consumers are drawn 
to a promotional table even if it is promoting 
an item they aren’t familiar with,” she said. “If 
they take it home and like it, they are likely to 
become a repeat buyer. Well merchandised de-
partments and promotional execution are key to 
a successful program.”

TRENDS
Bennett noted that numerous trends influence 

the ways in which DeCA stores stock their respec-
tive produce departments. Right now, she says, 
the hottest produce-related trend is “snacking.”

• SNACKING
“Among these trends are healthy snacking, juicing, and 

healthy dips for dunking, such as hummus, salsa, guacamole, 
and new yogurt-based dips and dressings that are replacing 
the mayonnaise and sour cream options.” 

The category manager pointed out that a recent study 
by the Hartman Group — “The Hartman Eating Occasions 
Compass” — showed that snacking accounts for more than 
half of all eating occasions in the U.S. 

“Fruits and vegetables are easily transported during the day 
to provide a great snacking option, so this category — along 
with convenience items — will continue to grow,” she said. 

Value-added items that are ready to eat, and produce-
based beverages, are showing double-digit growth in the 
commissaries, she added, with these items lending them-
selves to snacking.

Several national promotional initiatives are helping to spur 
interest in healthy snacking and healthy eating in general. 

“‘National Family Meals Month,’ which is coming in 
September and is based on having one more meal at home 
per week, and ‘Meatless Mondays’ are both initiatives that 
will spur consumers to buy more ingredients to cook at 
home,” she said. “Many of the associations we partner with 
provide recipes and coupons for those items at the point of 
sale. Cross-promoted items, helping to create a meal solu-
tion and build the basket, are always at the forefront on our 
promotional plans.”

• DISEASE PREVENTION
Bennett said that another emerging trend that the agency’s 

produce departments address is the incorporation of more 

Better for You Options From Wall to Wall

Bennett

items at the right price’ that compete with the commercial 
retail stores,” she explained. “Keep them full, keep them 
culled, and maintain neat signage so there is no guessing for 
your customers. Throw in a feature item, a complementary 
item, to build the basket every now and then, it may not be 
on the consumer’s list, but the promotional products will 
draw them to those items and help build your basket dollars.

“Continue to merchandise aggressively, and work with 
your produce supplier to plan your weekly displays. Take 
time to look at historical sales, the price point to average 
retail price, expected traffic due to paydays, holidays, and 
seasonality. It is important to have the product quantities 
needed to build and schedule associates to assist with the 
display, and then be sure to communicate your plan to keep 
the display full.” 

Bennett emphasize that “communication to your team” is 
key to a successful plan. “Create excitement; a large prominent 
display, full and fresh, will go a long way to maximize sales,” 
she said. “Predictions are that consumers will incorporate 
more fresh fruits and vegetables into their diets to naturally 
help prevent disease,” so excite consumers about eating more 
fresh fruits and vegetables and educate them, with a little 
perseverance, that they will stick to eating healthy, but be 
prepared for growth.”

In order to entice customers to try certain produce prod-
ucts, Bennett said that making sampling trays available “can 
help you increase sales. Often a customer may ‘wonder’ if 
those peaches are sweet and juicy or not quite ripe; let them 
sample them. It does take some time and planning, but you 
will see a return on that investment of time as they load 
additional quantities in their cart. 

“Employees can be your greatest asset. Training your 
employees to ‘increase sales’ will keep them focused, and 
they will look forward to seeing their results, so be sure to 
share your progress.”
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Cross-promoted items, helping to create 
a meal solution and build the basket, are 
always at the forefront on DeCA’s pro-
motional plans. Fort Leonard Wood, Mo.
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