
were needed at the store level in order to facilitate 
actions. To that end, the Exchange has employed 
survey mechanisms that provide detailed question-
sets concerning customer satisfaction action areas 
at the local store level.

The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) 
survey, which is Department of Defense (DoD)-
funded, provides an annual snapshot of customer 
satisfaction using a random survey population of 500 
respondents, and may include a blend of channels 
such as main stores, convenience stores, e-commerce, 
mall stores among others. The Exchange’s survey is 
web-based and operational every day of the week, 
averaging 1,000 responses per week and providing 
near real-time evaluation of our operations. Our 
survey is validated by the CFI Group USA, LLC, 
which has customer satisfaction survey credentials 
that are equal to the ACSI Group.

We have some concerns about the application of 
the ACSI survey to our multiple channels. Where 
we question the ACSI’s application is to a business 
such as ours that has customer satisfaction input 
based on very different channels and on very dif-
ferent scales of operations.

Our internal survey gives us the ability to take 
action based on results, and is broad enough to in-
clude actionable results down to the specific store. 
Further, since our survey is 24/7, the results of the 
survey are known in near real time so that our man-
agers can take immediate action. We are confident 
in our survey processes, and go so far as to include 
several elements of the customer satisfaction results 
in our store managers’ annual evaluation process.

Among all survey comments, the most common 
is about the friendliness of our associates and how 
they go the extra mile to help customers. More than 

80 percent of all of our associates worldwide have a 
military affiliation, either directly or through a close 
family member. The next most common comment is 
about our favorable pricing and no tax. Sometimes 
comments tell us things we need to improve on at 
a specific store, and we work those issues quickly 
and see the results in follow-on survey comments.

E and C News: Where is AAFES headed with 
main store and shopping center development in 
this challenging time for physical store retail?

Immler: The updated Community Development 
Initiative (CDI) blends retail shopping, dining and 
entertainment options to enhance quality of life and 
bring a sense of community to servicemembers and 
families living on the installation, and serves as a 
destination for all authorized customers. 

Freedom Crossing at Fort Bliss, Texas, which 
serves as a model for our next entertainment center in 
development at Fort Bragg, N.C., projects to generate 
an average 8.5 percent internal rate of return (IRR) 
over the life of the project. The Fort Bragg project, 
which is currently 86 percent pre-leased with a diverse 
combination of national, regional and local name-
brand retail and dining facilities, has an estimated 
IRR of 9.4 percent. Additional future entertainment 
center locations include Fort Sam Houston, JB San 
Antonio, Texas, and JB Lewis-McChord.

Going beneath the surface of the facts and fig-
ures, Army & Air Force Exchange Service 
(AAFES) deputy director Michael Immler pulls 

back the curtain on an organization that is quite dif-
ferent from that of five years ago. And even though 
the Exchange has implemented rigorous controls 
on its expenses, these and other efficiencies haven’t 
held it back from continuing to innovate and improve 
the customer experience.

At the same time, AAFES is on pace to meet its 
sales goal despite the headwinds of a lackluster 
economy, and has grown its earnings through the 
second quarter of fiscal 2016. It is also reaping the 
benefits of its recent internal customer satisfaction 
survey initiative, and is preparing to bring new re-
tail, dining and entertainment offerings to Soldiers 
and Airmen around the world. There is also hope 
that at some time in the not-too-distant future, the 
Exchange will be able to roll out a groundbreaking 
Veterans Online Shopping Benefit (VOSB) that will 
honor all honorably discharged veterans.

The Exchange is listening closely to its custom-
ers, and it is on the move …

E and C News: What have you learned from 
AAFES’s own wider-sample customer satisfac-
tion surveys that rolled out the other year? 
What are customers telling you that AAFES 

needs to do more or less of?

Michael Immler: With the inception of customer 
satisfaction surveys more than 15 years ago, the 
Exchange learned that, in addition to an overarch-
ing score for the enterprise, more granular results 

AAFES Deputy Director Michael Immler

Knowing Customers Well, 
Serving Them Even Better …

AAFES’s 24/7 online survey capability helps the Exchange keep its 
finger on the pulse of patrons’ wants, needs and expectations. Michael 
Immler (right), deputy director of the Army & Air Force Exchange 
Service (AAFES), talks with Capt. David Lakoskey, USA, during an 
April visit to the Military Clothing Store at Schofield Barracks, Hawaii. 

Immler
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‘Our internal survey gives us the 
ability to take action based on 
results, and is broad enough to 
include actionable results down 

to the specific store. Further, 
since our survey is 24/7, the 

results of the survey are known 
in near real time so that our 

managers can take immediate 
action.’

— Michael Immler, 
AAFES Deputy Director
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Grill opened at Fort Bliss and Fort Hood, Texas, on 
Sept. 1 and Qdoba Mexican Eats opened Sept. 27 
at JB Lewis-McChord, Wash., with seven additional 
locations planned for fiscal 2016.  

Additional development for 2016 will include 
the expansion of Starbucks, Arby’s, Subway and 
Boston Market. So far, we have opened six Boston 
Markets this year with an additional five locations 
planned for the remainder of fiscal 2016. Frëshens 
is the newest addition to our lineup of healthy dining 
options, with our first location opening in July at 
Davis-Monthan AFB, Ariz., and one more location 
planned for fiscal 2016.

We are also planning to roll out the Veterans 
Online Shopping Benefit (VOSB) in 2017. We have 
support from the Executive Resale Board (ERB) 
and preliminary approval from the DoD and are 
waiting for final approval, which we expect by the 
end of 2016.

E and C News: How are Defense Resale Busi-
ness Optimization Board (DRBOB) meetings 
going? Has AAFES identified any back office 
areas that it is already exploring, or efficien-
cies it may explore with the other members 
of DRBOB? What kind of progress has been 
made by the DRBOB/AAFES toward develop-

ing a common chart of accounts?

Immler: The DRBOB meetings are progress-
ing quite well. The Exchange, the Navy Exchange 
Service Command (NEXCOM), the Marine Corps 
Exchange (MCX) and the Defense Commissary 
Agency (DeCA) have been meeting weekly with 
the DRBOB group involved with organizing and 
categorizing similar expense and income accounts as 
well as balance sheet accounts. These meetings have 
been beneficial in achieving a full understanding of 
the various accounting treatments for income and 
expense transactions. Additionally, we have real-
ized there are accounting system complexities from 
exchange to exchange.

E and C News: Is there anything else you 
wanted to add?

Immler: Considering that 80 percent of commis-
sary customers also shop exchanges, the organiza-
tions that make up the military resale ecosystem 
are sensitive to the fact that when one part of the 
ecosystem is changed, it has a ripple effect across 
the board. 

We are concerned about the second- and third-
order effects on the ecosystem as efforts are made to 
try to improve operations at the commissary without 
fully considering the long-term impacts. 

We also remain concerned about the efforts being 
made to improve the efficiency of the commissary 
in a budget-neutral environment which would have 
a negative impact on the overall ecosystem.

—E and C NEWS

We know our customers well. The Services team 
has leveraged that knowledge to create an engag-
ing customer experience for our customers in the 
Exchange Mall. An aggressive strategy to onboard 
national name-brand retailers has resonated with 
Exchange customers, resulting in a 1-percent increase 
in year-to-date sales over last year. 

The first direct-run GNC opened on Sept. 1 at the 
Kaiserslautern Military Community Center (KMCC), 
Germany. Robin McGraw Revelation and Haggar 
were added to the Exchange portfolio and current 
brands such as Vista Optical, Firestone, Sally’s and 
Claire’s are expected to expand operations in this year.

E and C News: Where does AAFES stand 
regarding its sales and transaction objectives 
for 2016? What factors have influenced the 

attainment of these goals?

Immler: The Exchange reported net earnings of 
$210.5 million for the second quarter YTD 2016, 
compared to $205.1 million reported a year ago, a 
2.6-percent increase. Excluding the impact of gas, 
net sales were flat at $2.7 billion and we are on 

pace to meet our sales goal, which is a reflection 
of our strategy to intensify national brands, expand 
name-brand food offerings and focus on providing 
an improved customer experience.

E and C News: Through June 2016, AAFES’s 
earnings were up 3.3 percent even though 
sales were down 1.7 percent. How would 
you explain the dynamic balance between 
these metrics? Why do earnings fluctuate so 

much on a month-to-month basis?

Immler: Even though sales are lower, the gross 
margins on those sales are higher, reflecting the 
impact of rigorous expense controls and the con-
tinual addition of nationally known brands to the 
product mix. Operating costs have been reduced 
$319 million from fiscal 2011 to fiscal 2015, while 
supply chain expenses have seen a $294 million 
decrease. The combination of these actions results 
in better earnings. 

The month-to-month fluctuation in earnings is 
caused by the retail calendar in which some months 
have four weeks and some months have five, and it is 
also a result of the seasonality of the retail industry. 
For example, back-to-school shopping and specials 
occur in August, so there will usually be an uptick 
in sales and earnings as a result.

E and C News: What are some of the priority 
business and operating initiatives that you 
and AAFES are working on that customers 
might see in fiscal 2017 or even the end of 

this fiscal year?

Michael Immler: The Food Operations team is 
exceeding customer expectations by delivering top-
tier name-brand dining options. Chipotle Mexican 

The Exchange continues to increase the din-
ing options and enhance the quality of life of 
troops and their families at bases around the 
world, including here at Fort Hood, Texas.
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‘Considering that 80 percent 
of commissary customers also 
shop exchanges, the organiza-
tions that make up the military 
resale ecosystem are sensitive 
to the fact that when one part 
of the ecosystem is changed, 

it has a ripple effect across the 
board.’

— Michael Immler, AAFES Deputy Director
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