
“Within this broad population 
of shoppers, we have developed 
specific shopper communities 

that help us keep a pulse on the mar-
ketplace. We are currently building out 
the military shopper community, which 
will be comprised of over 2,000 shop-
pers across the different demographics 
of authorized military patrons.” 

PATH TO PURCHASE
To really understand the shopper, 

Price says, “We’re focusing on the pa-
trons’ attitudes, and how they view a 
military outlet versus a traditional re-
tail store.

“While understanding how price 
and promotion play into their deci-
sions,” is essential business intelli-
gence, “understanding patrons’ overall 
shopping behaviors is just as impor-
tant.” It’s also part of a broader pro-

‘TheWhy Behind the Buy’
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As part of its strategy to better understand 
why shoppers make their purchasing decisions, 
Acosta’s Military Division is currently building a 

military shopper community, which will be com-
prised of over 2,000 shoppers across different 

demographics of authorized patrons.

‘Understanding the needs of the 
military consumer and leveraging the 
power of technology to meet those 

needs are major components of 
Acosta’s military channel strategy.’ 

— Boyd Raines, President, Acosta Military Division

From reams of point of sale (POS) information 
and sales reports to white papers and focus 
groups, the retail marketplace is awash in a 

overwhelming sea of data and solutions on how best 
to attract shoppers and maintain their loyalty. 

Getting to the core understanding of what drives 
patrons to make specific purchases is a key to provid-
ing the best possible solutions for military shoppers 
and their families.

Acosta Sales & Marketing’s Executive Vice Presi-
dent (EVP) of Sales Optimization, Darian Pickett; 
Corporate EVP for Consumer Insights, Paul Price, 
and Military Division President, Boyd Raines, take 
on this challenge every day, as they leverage the 
work of Acosta’s Insights Team to gain a greater un-
derstanding of how to meet the needs of the military 
shopper. 

During a recent conversation with E and C News, 
these individuals lifted the veil on the “Why Behind 
the Buy,” and what it means for the military channel.

DECISIONS, DECISIONS
According to Jacksonville, Fla.-based Consumer 

Insights Corporate EVP Price, “‘The Why Behind 
the Buy’ is Acosta’s proprietary online research that 
provides a current view of today’s shopper trends.  
While much of the data available, such as scanner 
data, provides “a historic view of what people have
bought,” he explained, “It’s not really telling you 
why they made that particular purchase decision.”

As a result, Price says, Acosta’s Military Division 
is able to “bring to the table a great deal of under-
standing of how shoppers are behaving across their 
shopping outlets, in order to provide a better under-
standing of why they are buying what they are buy-
ing inside the gate.”

“The expertise brought by the Acosta Insights 
Team brings an entirely new dimension to better 
serve the military patron. I am excited about Acos-
ta’s commitment to the military market and making 

these insights available enhances our ability to sup-
port the military community,” added Raines. 

PREFERENCES
“Most of the data available currently tends to be 

transactional data, in contrast to information about 
the shoppers’ attitudes, behaviors, preferences and 
the understanding of exactly why they made those 
behavior decisions,” Price pointed out.

“Our belief is the more that we can understand 
why they are making those decisions, the better advi-
sors and consultants we can be back to the military 
channel, and to assist the manufacturers we support 
to provide the patron exactly what they are looking 
for,” said Price.

To help arrive at these understandings, Price said, 
the Insights Team uses “very broad panels comprising 
about 1.5 million shoppers across all different channels.
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tive to items that may be included in a case lot sale 
or in a club pack assortment. Other insights gathered 
from the military shopper panel may validate display 
activity or provide new discoveries about how shop-
pers view promotions and displays.”

AGILITY
When it comes to the economy and gas prices, 

keeping a pulse on trends is essential. “Shoppers to-
day are much more deliberate about their purchases 
and the trips they are making than they were pre-
recession,” Price observed.

“It’s interesting that as the average price of gaso-
line rose higher than $3.70, 36 percent of commis-
sary shoppers said they would actually drive a little 
farther and do more shopping at the commissary due 
to the value that they perceive it brings to them.

“Understanding ahead of time how those behav-
iors will change helps us work within the military 
channel to capture more of those sales with the right 
types of promotions and the right kind of programs, 
as people are looking to stock up more when they are 
making these trips, for example on non-perishables, 
paper goods and laundry items — categories tradi-
tional mass merchants use to attract consumer trips.”

BETTER SERVED
It’s no secret that military patrons will often vote 

with their wallet just like their civilian counterparts 
if the shopping experience is in any way found to be 
lacking. 

“If the shopping experience is a positive one,” 
Raines said, “the data indicates that they will come 
to base more often. If the shoppers find the brands to 
meet their needs, they will spend more on base and 
that helps the entire military community.

“At the end of the day,” Raines said, “it’s all 
about focusing on the military shopper and mak-
ing sure their needs are met; making sure that they 
are offered the greatest savings possible and that the 
shopping experience exceeds their expectations.

“That is also what our manufacturers want to 
achieve. We all win together by attracting the shop-
per to the base, or we suffer if they go elsewhere.”

—E and C NEWS

tremely important to purchase products that contrib-
ute a portion of proceeds to veterans charities.”

According to Raines, other insights gained 
through the shopper panels “get down to a granular 
level in understanding shopper preferences — in-
sights that help drive better recommendations rela-

cess. Price explained, “We look at all the decision 
points along what we call the ‘Path to Purchase’ — 
the decisions shoppers make at various points in time 
and in different places, prior to purchase.

“This usually begins with a channel or a trip deci-
sion based on specific categories the patron intends 
to buy.” 

Sales Optimization Corporate EVP Pickett, who 
is based in the company’s Dallas office, concurred, 
adding, “One of the things that we know from the 
military shopper panel is that when military shop-
pers make a trip and they travel a number of miles to 
get to the commissary or exchange, there are specific 
brands and items that they have put on their shopping 
lists … Compared with others, military shoppers are 
more likely to go to another store that carries their 
favorite brands and items if they are not available in 
the commissary or exchange.”

STORE LEVEL
“Strategically, our military shoppers are telling 

us that certain items have to be there.  Therefore, 
we have to work with our clients and customers to 
keep high loyalty brands on the shelf and avoid out 
of stocks,” said Pickett.

To that end, he continued, “We have developed 
and implemented an integrated technology platform 
to enable our retail force working in the stores to pro-
vide enhanced services to better meet the demands of 
the military patron.”

On this topic Raines commented, “Understand-
ing the needs of the military consumer and lever-
aging the power of technology to meet those needs 
are major components of Acosta’s military channel 
strategy.”

MILITARY SUPPORT
“In March,” Pickett said, “we went out to our 

military panel and asked questions about military re-
lated causes and 83 percent of the respondents said 
that they would probably or definitely purchase a 
similar product over another product if it supported 
a cause that they believed in. Sixty-two percent of 
respondents,” he reported, “indicated that it is ex-

from headquarters and branch offices to the field, the company’s Mili-
tary Division technology package is a key component to closing the 
loop of gathering information, analysis, communication, response and 

feedback.
“for example, our people receive a download into their hand-held units 

based on weekly Nielsen data of items that have not scanned through the 
commissary store register with the expected velocity for that individual item. 
our representatives enter a store equipped with a list of action items for that 
store,” said Pickett. “our military team can immediately address out-of-stock 
issues, ensure that approved new items are cut into the shelf and build and 
maintain displays to meet consumer demand,” he added.

“In the retail environment, there can be multiple reasons why an item 
may not have scanned,” raines pointed out. “Was it not delivered to the back 
room? Was it not available from the manufacturer? Did it drop out of the 
store’s information system?  Was it delivered by the distributor but didn’t get 
to the shelf? Is there not enough holding power on the shelf and do we need 

to reassess shelf allocation?  
“our associate looks for that particular item, verifies that it is not on the 

shelf, and takes appropriate steps to fix the problem and make it available to 
the military consumer,” raines said.

“the loop is closed,” Price explained, since “the team is pushing informa-
tion down to the workforce, to create action to improve the performance of 
new or existing items within the store. We can then report back the work that 
has been performed against it. that transfer of information has helped us drive 
better performance than has previously been delivered, for all our clients — we 
can then explain which strategy worked and the reason why it worked.”

‘Completing The Loop’

eXchANGe and coMMIssAry NeWs96  |  MAY 2011

Customer Insights




