
Compensation costs 
continue to grow, and 
our force still requires 
the best training, equipment and benefits that we 
can possibly provide within available resources. 
This does not represent an “either-or” choice 
between readiness and quality of life, but rather 
one of maintaining the proper balance among 
our competing needs.

The P&R portfolio includes programs that are 
essential to recruitment and retention, and we must 
carefully balance the welfare of military members 
and their families with readiness to fight and win.

We are also mindful that the commissary benefit 
is a highly-valued part of the military compensa-
tion package; while we need to operate commis-
saries as efficiently as possible, we are also very 
aware that we cannot erode the level of benefit.

E and C News: Why have commissaries and 
military resale been given such a high priority 
for reform when they compose such a small part 
of the defense budget?

Barna: It’s a small part of the defense budget, 
but it’s still a large enough number to make it an 
attractive target, especially when money is tight.

On top of that, fewer and fewer Americans have 
any experience in the military and thus simply 
may not understand how the commissary benefit 
contributes to the military compensation package. 
For them, the commissary is just another grocery 
store, and there are plenty of commercial stores 

In her current role for about two 
years, Army veteran and long-time De-
fense Department executive Stephanie 
Barna has inherited commissary trans-
formation as one of Personnel & Readi-
ness’ enduring priorities. An authorized 
shopper herself, she is in a position to 
oversee the commissary benefit from the 
multiple perspectives of the Department’s 
needs and customers’ experiences. In her 
analysis, the competition for available 
resources in an austere budget envi-
ronment affects everything the Department needs or 
wants to do — e.g., benefits, compensation, training, 
equipment — and  does not represent an “either-or” 
choice between readiness and quality of life, but rather 
one of “maintaining the proper balance among DoD’s 
competing needs.”

E and C News: You have a deep and varied 
background in the Army and in leadership roles 
in government service. How does it help you to 
advocate and to make decisions that benefit both 
servicemembers and the Department of Defense 
(DoD)?

Stephanie Barna: My background has given 
me a unique and personal appreciation for the 
challenges that are faced by military members 
and military families.

I’ve been a loyal commissary shopper for many 
years, and know first-hand how valuable that 
benefit is. Throughout my years of government 
service, I’ve also seen how the commissary benefit 
works to the good of the department as a whole. 
Promoting readiness, well-being and family sup-
port is a Personnel and Readiness (P&R) strategic 
goal, and the commissaries support all three of 
those areas; that makes the commissary benefit 

an integral part of supporting the 
overall P&R mission. 

I am very pleased that my current 
role enables me to help sustain and 
enhance the commissary benefit and 
thereby improve the readiness and 
quality of life for military members 
and military families.

E and C News: You worked very 
closely with Peter Levine, the former 
acting USD P&R and former Deputy 
Chief Management Officer (DCMO), 
in executing the department’s respon-
sibilities in a number of areas. What 
have been the challenges you have 
faced in having oversight of so many 
areas — including Total Force man-
agement, commissaries, exchanges, and morale, 
welfare, and recreation (MWR), and how have 
you strived to hurdle these obstacles?

Barna: Obviously, the commissary benefit 
budget reduction has been a challenge that im-
pacts the entire military resale system. The com-
missary benefit has faced budget challenges for 
at least the last 25 years, but the pressures have 

increased dramatically over the last 
four years with one challenge after 
another to the benefit.

Privatization, budget neutrality 
and consolidation of military resale 
are some of those challenges that 
have arisen recently, and we deal 
with them like we deal with our en-
tire portfolio — our primary focus is 
readiness and the welfare of military 
members and their families.

We must recognize that we are 
working in an austere budget envi-
ronment that affects everything the 
Department needs or wants to do. 

Stephanie Barna, Acting Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Manpower & Reserve Affairs

Readiness, Well-being and Family Support
Maintaining the Balance: 

’Promoting readiness, well-being and family support is a Personnel and Readiness 
(P&R) strategic goal, and the commissaries support all three of those areas; that 
makes the commissary benefit an integral part of supporting the overall P&R mission’

— Stephanie Barna, Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower & Reserve Affairs

As a commissary shopper herself, Barna noted that she 
personally appreciates the substantial savings she gets when 
she shops the Fort Myer, Va, store, a savings that this patron 
also experienced when he did his own shopping there.

DeCA FILE PHOTO

Spec. Akilah Bush, USA, 249th En-
gineer Battalion, experiences the 
new commissary at Fort Belvoir, Va. 
Carefully balancing the welfare of 
military members and their families 
with readiness to fight and win, is a 
fundamental guideline for the Office 
of the Under Secretary of Defense for 

Personnel and Readiness.
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and that should help DeCA meet the transfor-
mation goals.

We’re all aware that the grocery market has 
become fiercely competitive and many forces 
impact commissary sales. We have an aggressive 
plan to address these competitive challenges, 
and DeCA is getting it done.

With the constant changes occurring every 
day in the commercial grocery business and 
how people purchase their groceries, I believe 

we will have to remain forward thinking and open 
to changes that will best serve our commissary 
patrons.

Regardless of what the commissary may or 
may not become, the commissary will remain an 
integral part of military compensation, and P&R 
will continue to advocate for and safeguard the 
benefit. This also means we must do whatever 
needs to be done to sustain the benefit for future 
generations.

E and C News: As an authorized shopper, what 
has been your experience of shopping commis-
saries in the past, and today?

Barna: My shopping experience at commis-
saries has been very positive. I generally shop at 
the Fort Myer, Va., Commissary, and have been 
pleased with the customer service and overall 
shopping experience.

Over the years, I have seen the commissary 
become more like a commercial grocery store. 
The new Fort Belvoir, Va., Commissary is a great 
example of that. It is a great facility that features 
a grocery shopping experience that is comparable 
to any offered in the private sector.

I personally appreciate the substantial savings 
below the grocery stores in the area, and real-
ize the importance of those savings to military 
members and their families. They continuously 
tell us that the commissaries are a valued benefit, 
and I heartily agree.

—E and C NEWS

located right outside the gate. 
To be fair, military budgets are declining, and 

the entire Department has to make smart decisions 
to work within the resources available. Within 
those declining budgets, the cost of compensa-
tion continues to rise, putting a further strain on 
our ability to maintain a high level of readiness.

While we recognize the importance of the com-
missary benefit to our military members and their 
families, we must also ensure we are providing the 
benefit as efficiently and effectively as possible. 
We need to leverage our efficiencies to reduce the 
military resale subsidy without reducing service 
levels or customer savings. It’s just smart business.

E and C News: Levine once told E and C News 
that when he was the deputy chief management 
officer (DCMO), with respect to commissary reform, 
“Once we have generally gotten over the hump and 
we think that this is running smoothly, I would 
hope that we can then step aside and have P&R 
take the lead in this role again.” Has that time 
come yet, and where do P&R and DCMO stand 
in their partnership on commissaries?

Barna: P&R has continuously maintained the 
lead in providing and safeguarding the benefit. The 
law requires the Secretary of Defense to designate 
a single official of the Department to oversee the 
operation of both commissaries and exchanges, 
and that designation falls squarely within P&R, 
specifically the Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Manpower and Reserve Affairs (M&RA).

DCMO was entrusted with the business of man-
aging the transformation initiatives or “commissary 
reform” and military resale business optimization; 
however, the oversight of the day-to-day commis-
sary operations remains with P&R.

P&R establishes policy and maintains oversight 
of all aspects of the commissary program to en-
sure proper administration of the benefit. Over-

sight includes 
approval of pric-
ing and surcharge 
policy, resource 
allocation, stock 
assortment au-
thorization and 

authorization for use 
of the commissary.

I have frequent 
d i s c u s s i o n s  a n d 
meetings with Acting 
DCMO David Tillot-
son III regarding the 
commissary business 
transformation, and 
our partnership has 
proven to be very 
productive.

We are pleased 
with the great prog-
ress DeCA has made 
in a short period, but 
commissary business 
transformation is still 
in its infancy. More 
time will be required 
to ensure the new 
business model is on 
the right course and 
to make course cor-
rections if needed.

E and C News: No 
retailer we know of has 
tried to implement so 
many changes to so 
many systems and ways of doing business at 
one time as DeCA and its stores are doing now. 
From your unique vantage point, where do you 
see DeCA at this point, and where do you see 
commissaries going in the near future? Can the 
benefit thrive with so much current and potential 
reform pressure placed upon it?

Barna: Yes, we have asked DeCA to accomplish 
a lot in a short period of time. I am pleased with 
their progress and I believe they are more than 
equal to the task at hand.

Early data indicates that variable pricing is 
enabling DeCA to maintain patron savings while 
reducing operating costs; quite frankly, that is very 
important to the survival of the patron benefit.

I also believe that commissary customers will 
respond very positively to the commissary brands, 

Barna with then-Secretary of Defense 
Ashton Carter; Director, Office of 
Diversity Management and Equal 
Opportunity Clarence Johnson, and 
Executive Director of Disabled Sports 
USA Kirk Bauer honoring outstanding 
servicemembers and civilians with 
disabilities at the 36th Annual Depart-
ment of Defense Disability Awards 

Ceremony at the Pentagon. 
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OSD believes DeCA has made great 
progress in a short period of time, but 
with commissary business transforma-
tion still in its infancy, more time will 
be needed to ensure the new business 
model is on the right course, and to 
make course corrections if needed. 
Business was brisk at the opening 
of the new NAS Jacksonville, Fla., 
Commissary in February of this year.
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‘We are pleased with the great progress DeCA has made in a short period, but commissary business transformation is still in its infancy. 
More time will be required to ensure the new business model is on the right course and to make course corrections if needed.’

— Stephanie Barna, Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower & Reserve Affairs
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