
There is no indication that any moss will have 
a chance to grow under the increasingly sig-
nificant rock that is the Army & Air Force 

Exchange Service’s (AAFES) 
Retail Food division. Just when 
one might think the Exchange’s 
food group has exhausted all new 
approaches with its many recent 
initiatives, it rolls down a new 
path gathering momentum and 
building sales.

With their natural emphasis 
on convenience and consum-
ables, the Exchange’s Express 
Stores have become increas-
ingly a focal point for the latest 
innovations in food and bever-
ages. Year-round seasonal can-
dy, multi-point merchandising, 
open-air refrigerated displays, 
and new hot-to-go foods are firmly in the 
spotlight in AAFES convenience stores. 

SALES GROWTH
“Our most recent numbers for retail food showed 

a 2 percent upward trend over last year,” said AAFES 
Retail Food Divisional Merchandise Manager (DMM) 
David Arens. 

Arens, however, has set his sights higher.  Retail 
food had generated $223 million through August, up 
more than 2 percent. “If contingency were not fac-
tored in, we’d be up 10 percent,” he pointed out. 

How does this performance rank against the same 
segment in the remaining market (RM)? “Compared 
with businesses outside the gate, we’re performing 
better in all the categories, but as a business, we 
still have to assess what the downturn is in business 
and contingency, build that in to the total plan, and 
work to fix that offset that was caused, in part, by the 
downturn of sales in contingency.”

Assessing that in comparison with businesses 
outside the gate, “we’re performing better than the 
marketplace in all the categories,” Arens observed. 

CATEGORY TRENDS
Regarding market trends, one that seems to enjoy 

remarkable continuity in growth, according to the 
National Association for the Specialty Food Trade 
(NASFT), is yogurt. In Express stores, according to 
Arens, it “has been performing really well, most re-
cently receiving an added boost from Greek yogurt. 
… We brought in new items including Chobani, 
Dannon Greek, and Yoplait, which are the main ones 
we’re doing well with.”

In 2010, at the Main Store Managers/General 
Managers (MSM/GM) meeting, then-Senior Candy 
Buyer Kathy Wulff urged main store managers to 
engage their Express managers to get on board with 
the seasonal candy program to avoid an inventory 
crunch that would impact both types of stores. The 
result has been implemented systematically.

“Our seasonal candy expansion into a greater 

number of Express locations has done very well. 
We’ve expanded the amount of locations from about 
140 to 300, and sales are up about 13 percent in that 
area,” he noted.

CANDY RESET
“We have developed a big new reset in everyday 

candy that includes its own signage kit. The reset 
features 43 new items, and that is coming out at the 
end of the month,” Arens said in October. “We’re ex-
pecting really good things with this new program.”

The candy area is set to accelerate in new product 
introductions. “We also have approximately 20 new 
items coming out in premium candy, and we’re ex-
pecting to grow sales there. That is launching at the 
end of October,” the DMM said.

In addition to an expansion in 300 Express locations, this past year, AAFES 
Retail Food Divisional Merchandise Manager (DMM) David Arens explained, 

“The Exchange also turned seasonal candy into a year-round selling opportunity. 
We added ‘Chocolate Fest’ in April and May, and the results were excellent. It 
was very well received and delivered really strong growth. We were also able to 
capture incremental Mother’s Day sales from that program.”

For seasonal candy in Express stores, “We’re picking the stores and their as-
sortments. We also have a signage kit that we’re distributing by store format. That 
is in addition to a full, multi-channel marketing plan — TV, radio, social media 
— which even includes Exchange logo T-shirts for the associates to wear to call 
attention to the seasonal candy offerings.”

Chocolate Fest was followed with a new event in June and July, called “Sum-
mer Sweets.” This, Arens said, “went over extremely well with patrons.” While 
some other retailers call it “Candy Carnival,” Arens explained, “we wanted to give 
it a new, fresh seasonality and celebrate the multitude of fun confections that are 
popular in summer.” 

This was followed almost immediately in Exchange stores by early Halloween/
Back to School, and then by holiday candy. As a result, stores essentially have 
a full-year of seasonal candy opportunities. “When one program ends, the Ex-
change will mark it down as necessary, by which time, the next season’s displays 
and season-specific products are arriving,” Arens noted.

Candy Gets New Signage, Year-Round Seasonal Boost

Exchange Express Program

Although impulse candy remains a strong suit at Exchange Express stores, such as 
this one at Tinker AFB, Okla., seasonal candy is rolling out to AAFES convenience 
stores in a systematic way, to meet patrons’ convenience shopping expectations.

‘Our seasonal candy expansion into a greater number 
of Express locations has done very well. We’ve ex-
panded the amount of locations from about 140 to 
300, and sales are up about 13 percent in that area.’

— AAFES Retail Food Divisional Merchandise Manager David Arens

Arens
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in about 50 stores and we liked the results.” This 
was followed by a financial projection and a rollout 
plan, “it’s currently being completed in CONUS in 
October,” and is expected to be rolled out to approxi-
mately 250 locations worldwide by mid-December, 
Arens added.

Fitting the new items into stores, however, poses 
a challenge. Counter space was evaluated to accom-
modate the warmers. “We’re working to improve the 
dual-merchandising aspect, so that three SKUs will 
go in the frozen set, and the calzones and enrobed 
sandwiches will go in the open-air refrigeration and 
cooler displays.”

According to Arens, approximately 40 percent of 
hot-to-go sales come from secondary locations and 
coolers, “so it’s important that these programs under-
stand that, and that they are able to set up the second-
ary locations for their customers to maximize sales.”

TEA PEAKING
A new beverage program being deployed in the 

foodservice section is Gold Peak Iced Tea. Arens 
noted this is “a nationally known branded iced tea so-
lution that complements the Exchange’s fountain of-
ferings. … We’re currently working with Coca-Cola 
to roll that out to all our locations over the next three 
months. Coca-Cola account rep Kelvin Lewis is work-
ing the rollout plan with the Exchange’s new foodser-
vice buyer, Danielle Pelland, who succeeded Michelle 
Nurse in that role. Melissa Kitchen handles snacks.

“We’ve always got new projects going on in addi-
tion to even smaller concepts in pilot.” Other emerg-
ing programs include a new hot oatmeal machine, 
“which launched a few months ago and is now in 
about 100 locations and is progressing well.” 

Whether oatmeal or expresso, hot-to-go hand-
held meal snacks, or microwave pizza, extending 
self-serve foodservice concepts into newer food con-
cepts and beverage concepts is a strategy that con-
tinues to build momentum. “Our buyers are working 
hard on getting the best new items out there, imple-
menting excellent assortment optimization, rolling 
the new items and programs out to the stores, and 
communicating that to our customers through the 
new item tagging program. There are so many new 
ideas with potential for the future, that it’s a huge 
positive for the Exchange going forward.” 

“The changes you are seeing in Express stores 
and island cooler displays are our initial step into 
those particular areas of innovation. The Exchange 
is looking at quality, and what its customers want 
in their busy lifestyles — and approving winners in 
the category — so it can provide those solutions for 
breakfast, lunch and dinner. For our market, that in-
volves figuring out what connects with the military 
customer, and what the price points need to be.” 

Asked about some of the vendors it is evaluating, 
Arens said, “We’re still looking and researching as we 
evolve the category.” Little Gourmet Food and Ban-
zai Sushi as well as another vendor, Huxtables, were 
among the brands and/or providers Arens mentioned 
that the Exchange is “researching in terms of which 
ones work within the various marketplace segments.” 

Arens explained, “Some C-stores outside the gate 
have dedicated facilities that can create foods and de-
liver them, which we do not, so we’re just beginning 
to discuss that with a variety of vendors, and then we 
will evaluate those that will work in the context of 
the Exchange.”

Ultimately, the DMM said, “The key part of the 
solution is having a place to merchandise these types 
of products, and that’s where open-air refrigeration 
will be an important solution in the future.”

In 2013 and 2014, Arens explained, “we expect 
incremental merchandising through open-air refrig-
eration.” Adjustments will be needed to fit things in. 
“You have to look at under-performing categories 
and change gondola runs and layouts and things like 
that,” he added.

In addition to proven offerings from Ruiz, and 
Deli Express, another program rollout that recently 
met with success, according to Arens, was the Ex-
change’s new Italian food C-store solution. This, 
Arens said, comprises selected SKUs of hot grab ‘n 
go pizza and frozen-to-microwave pizza.

Another line includes four calzone SKUs and four 
SKUs of breakfast skillet-type round dough-enrobed 
sandwiches. “All of our initial tracking has pointed 
to that business alone generating between $3 million 
and $4 million annually,” with vendor Lettieri’s and 
Broker Paul Stagner at Global Marketing. “They’ve 
been real good partners on this rollout,” Arens added. 
“Lettieri’s strong point is that they’re quality prod-
ucts and their breads are delicious. The program has 
been positively received by the customers.

“The program was piloted in the Western Region 

“As we deploy the signs, store associates, with 
the help of the brokers, will assign new in-line items 
into the set, to call those items out to the customer. 
We’re working to complete that in our key impulse 
categories. 

“When a store resets, the important thing is to be 
able to pick out what’s new in the set — the new item 
tags can call this out to the customer, and at the same 
time attract their attention to shop the aisle more.

“We think that’s going to be a key to continuing to 
drive gross sales in all of our categories.”

The DMM cited meat snacks as an example of a 
recent category reset in which the new item tags are 
being placed as new items enter the set. We’re work-
ing with Webco and Overseas Service Corp. (OSC) 
to implement those resets. Our buyers are working 
closely with the stores and brokers to get updates 
on the number of stores completed. Week-to-week, 
we’ll actively monitor the total category sales from 
the resets, throughout the chain.

“Our goal is to have the resets done in 30 days. 
For meat snacks, our goal is to have it completed by 
the end of October. In candy, our goal is to have it 
done by the end of November.”

“We’ve had some really good success with cook-
ies recently” in the grab ‘n go area, Arens said. The 
Exchange, he added, has seen 17-percent growth, 
based on refreshing the grab ‘n go set with new 
items, including Double Stuf Oreos and some new 
flavors in Chips Ahoy, “so we’ve been real pleased 
with that area.” 

ISLAND COOLERS CONTINUE TO RISE
The Exchange is also working on an open-air re-

frigeration bid in the wake of its recent island cooler 
test. According to Arens, sales grew 28 percent dur-
ing the pilot. “Financial analyses showed that the 
refrigerated island displays provided a powerful all-
in-one ‘grab ‘n go’ solution for the stores.”  How-
ever, Arens explained, “not all stores can handle a 
large-sized cooler, so that’s why we’re putting out a 
contract bid. … We’re probably going to have about 
five options for stores to choose from, by day seg-
ment — breakfast, lunch and dinner. It will also fea-
ture beverage solutions — so it really provides more 
of a C-store grab ‘n go environment. We think that’s 
going to be a growth area for us in 2013 and 2014.”

The options being explored for smaller stores in-
clude smaller islands, displays that work off endcaps, 
and straight in-line four-foot sections. 

FAVORED FLAVORS
He continued, “We also have a new program for 

2013 called ‘Entrees to Go’ that will be targeted 
around the ‘Meals To Go’ program: Italian, Asian, 
Mexican, American. These have three to four options 
within each cuisine for lunch and dinner. Patrons can 
select them from the open-air refrigerated coolers, and 
they have the option to microwave them in the store.” 

Asked about innovative display and retail to-go 
food solutions being explored in overseas conve-
nience stores, Arens observed, “A year ago, we were 
touring not only some of our AAFES stores in OCO-
NUS, but also stores outside the gate. We saw a num-
ber of examples that were far advanced in display 
format and product formats compared with where 
C-stores in the U.S. are, even today. Sections with 
heat-and-eat/meals-to-go options are now beginning 
to spring up in C-store ‘Race Track’ areas.

From juices, iced tea and sandwiches, to string cheese, yogurt and hot-to-go foods, the 
Exchange is exploring a variety of heat-and-eat, take-out and take-home ethnic food op-

tions — as well as new display sizes and formats — for its cooler displays. Fort Lee, Va.
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Dallas Meeting Sees Greater 
Appetite for Retail Food

• Dallas

The Exchange Retail Food division’s third annual Retail Food meeting, during 
the week of Sept. 10, at AAFES’s Multi-Purpose Center here at its headquar-

ters, was attended by about 200 store managers and industry partners. “It was an 
important week to conduct the meeting,” said AAFES Retail Food Divisional Mer-
chandise Manager (DMM) David Arens, with the scheduling falling in between a se-
ries of brokers’ meetings. “There was a moment of silence on Sept. 11, to remember 
the fallen and their families,” he added.

The annual meeting, Arens said, “gives us the opportunity to review our busi-
ness, the financial results, and preview new programs and initiatives, whether it’s 
updating on our corporate branding, image upgrades, or explaining new marketing 
programs that they can participate in.”

The event also provides an opportunity to alert Exchange staff to internal chang-
es. “It has worked out well, and I think we’ve improved the presentation with each 
successive year,” Arens noted. 

Sessions began in the afternoon on Tuesday, and the meetings were conducted 
with the buying team Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. “To facilitate that, we have 
developed a set format, a 52-week calendar, from which we can begin to think for-
ward about 2013, and ways that we can collaboratively build the business,” Arens 
said. “Very positive remarks were received back from vendors and brokers who 
have said that the annual meeting is extremely informative, keeps them updated on 
Exchange strategies and the latest programs we’re putting in place to grow sales.”

One example is the deployment of new marketing programs such XpressTV into 
the various Express locations. “The systems’ new capabilities will enable vendors to 
market down to a specific location and time of day,” the DMM explained.

AAFES’s Julie Lenders and Jeannie McDonald presented information about 
the deployment of XpressTV and new advertising possibilities, such as “window 
clings.” Three types of window clings will be featured in approximately 400 stores. 
These advertising banners, Arens explained, are “see-through from inside the store 
but can be seen from the parking lot and fuel facilities.”

Arens cited candy bars, new items, and “a whole Healthy Choice line of frozen 
entrees and dinners, at ‘$2 for five,’” as examples of these types of window-cling 
promotions.

“We also previewed our new ‘Dollar Deals’ program that is starting up in May 
2013, and which will run through September 2013. As the customer walks through 
the snack and food areas, including the endcaps, there will be a variety of options 
for the customer to pick something up for $1. The products will be called out with 
toppers that say $1. We’re going to permanently change the price to $1 on the item.

“We will work with the vendors to select all of the items and we are developing 
a whole sign package to implement that.

“In today’s rapidly changing Retail Food environment, this is a terrific opportu-
nity to communicate new programs, changes, and new energies. It provides a really 
good forum for discussion, to review sales, what’s new, and how to continue to build 
sales, grow transactions and the market basket.
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