
commissary is strong, well into the future.”
However, Edmonds believes that DeCA should 

be able to expand its patron base, much like the 
exchanges are set to expand their patron base with 
the Veterans online shopping benefit (VOSB), set 
to make its official debut on Veterans Day.

“I would like DeCA to be able to allow honor-
ably discharged veterans the opportunity to shop 
in our commissaries,” she told E and C News. “Only 
about 0.5 percent of all U.S. citizens serve in our 
military today. These patriots virtually stopped their 
lives to serve our country voluntarily. I strongly 
believe we should allow them to use this most 
important non-pay benefit as thanks from a grate-
ful nation.”  

VALUABLE EXPERIENCE
That being said, Edmonds — who has been in 

the store director role at Robins AFB since 2014 
— sees herself as a part of the current, and fu-
ture, Defense Commissary Agency. “I see myself 
continuing my passion as store director. I feel I 
still have valuable experience to share with my 
employees that can possibly help some advance 
in their careers. I would also like to lead a spe-
cial project at the headquarters level because my 
unique perspective in the trenches would surely 
benefit the agency’s current and future initiatives 
on a global scale.

“I see the commissary remaining a strong, vi-
brant non-pay benefit for our active duty, retirees, 
and Guard/reserve personnel and their families.  
Working closely with the local installations, com-
municating with various groups, and providing the 
best possible service, we will continue to provide 
our military members this critical benefit they 
have earned as the agency transitions into the 
future.” Edmonds and the Robins AFB team also 
help support the Military Family Support Center 
(MFSC) in Marietta, Ga., during its occasional 
sales events for Guard and Reserve members and 
families and other eligible patrons.

—E and C NEWS

Beginning her commissary career 35 years 
ago with the Air Force Commissary Service 
(AFCOMS), one of the Defense Commissary 

Agency’s (DeCA) predecessor commissary services, 
Susan Edmonds, currently the store director at 
Robins AFB, Ga., has worked herself up from an 
intermittent worker to the leader of a commissary 
whose sales topped $35 million in fiscal 2016.

“I began my career with AFCOMS in July 1982 
as an intermittent sales store checker,” at Fairchild 
AFB, Wash., Edmonds recalled. In August 1982, her 
position was converted to permanent part-time, 
and she has worked in the commissary system 
ever since as a sales store checker, produce store 
worker, administrative clerk, grocery manager, 
store manager and store director.

With experience in so many commissary posi-
tions, Edmonds has built a reservoir of knowledge 
on store-level commissary operations. “Having 
worked in all departments from the bottom up, 
I have a much better understanding of how the 
commissary works, how the different departments 
work together to ensure the store is operating well, 
and how each department must maintain its own 
section while working with other departments to 
assist as needed.”

The experience, she said, has also allowed her 
“to gain a better understanding of each employee’s 
job duties; why tasks must be done a certain way, 
and what motivates employees. I am better able 
to lead and manage employee assets to ensure 
we have the right people in the right jobs when 
needed, to be ready each day to provide this pre-
mier benefit to our patrons.”

MENTOR IMPACT
Edmonds counts three executives whose mentor-

ship, she said, “had a great impact on my leader-
ship style, and their guidance has served me well 
throughout my career.”

She credits Fairchild AFB Store Director Betty 
Smith as her “first 
and most impact-
ful mentor” as she 
decided to pursue a 
career in the com-
missaries.

“Ms. Smith saw 
something in me 
even before I real-
ized it, recognized 
my potential, and 
guided me during 

my early years,” Edmonds said. “She 
strongly encouraged me to apply for 
management positions and guided 
me through the business of com-
missary processes. 

“Betty was always available to 
provide guidance and instructions 
along the way to ensure I under-
stood what was required in each job 
I held. She always steered me in the 
right direction and helped keep me 
grounded. Betty was the type of in-
dividual who led by example rather 
than taking the attitude of ‘do as 
I say, not as I do.’ This taught me 
the correct way to be an effective, 
professional leader and manager.”  

From her earliest years in com-
missaries, Edmonds said she knew 
“communication throughout the chain is critical 
to everyone’s buy-in and sense of ownership to 
the processes” — something she said is “especially 
true” as the agency transitions into the future. 
“Betty taught me to always communicate with 
employees and let them know what was going 
on at the store and how our jobs impacted the 
entire agency.”

Edmonds added that Jim Clark — currently 
deputy director of both the East and Central ar-
eas and acting Zone 21 manager — and Herb 
Winchester — currently Zone 1 manager — were 
others who helped her during her commissary 
career. “Each provided unique insight, guidance, 
training, knowledge and leadership during the 
times I worked for them.”

COMMISSARY CHANGES
Since DeCA’s establishment in 1991, Edmonds 

said she has “witnessed many changes” in the 
commissary system, and with each change, “DeCA 
has grown and has been able to provide our most 
valuable benefit to patrons with great pricing, 
products they want, and shopping times they 
appreciate.

“With our recent change of adding private label 
products to our store selection and the implemen-
tation of variable pricing, I believe we are once 
again listening to our patrons and providing them 
with products they want at the very best possible 
prices anywhere. I also believe that when patrons 
see local and regional savings, they will continue 
to realize the substantial savings by shopping in 
their commissaries. I believe the future of the 

Susan Edmonds, Store Director, Robins AFB, Ga.
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‘Communication throughout the chain is critical to everyone’s 
buy-in and sense of ownership to the processes.’

— Susan Edmonds, Store Director, Robins AFB, Ga. 

Edmonds talking about produce display techniques with Produce Intern 
Justin Criswell.
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