
asking to accomplish those objectives have the skill 
sets, the tools and the resources to be successful.

That’s why we’ve contracted with the Category 
Management Association (CMA) to help us put 
a process in place where all of the members of our 
Business Unit will have to be certified by the CMA. 
Those staff members will have to be evaluated, they’ll 
have to receive training, and then they’ll have to 
be tested to receive this certification. It’s the exact 
same certification process that category managers 
go through in civilian retail.

We’re working to get the focus back on trying 
to leverage our volume, so we can get the very best 
possible pricing for our patrons.

We do an excellent job in customer savings in 
the perimeter of the store, and by and large, we do 
a great job of patron savings in the center store, but 
there are a lot of key items the consumer focuses on, 

E and C News: What are the main areas of 
change you are now trying to implement in the 
sales directorate?

Chandler: If you look back at how we first ex-
plored centralized buying as an agency in 1993 and 
1994, when Bob Tate was director of operations, 
we really haven’t made any substantial adjustment 
since then to how we execute the buying process.

If you look around the retail world since that 
time, however, you’ve seen Walmart — as well as 
other different types of outlets such as Target, K-
Mart — enter the grocery sales marketplace. This 
has contributed to consolidation amongst retailers, 
and today there are far fewer grocery retailers than 
there ever were in the past.

In addition, there are now brokers within the mili-
tary system who also have a civilian retail presence. 
In light of that, and other factors, we’ve benchmarked 
where we are in comparison with what the metrics 
should look like for a $6 billion chain. In the process, 
we discovered there were ways in which we weren’t 
taking control of our buying process.

In effect, we published a promotional plan, and it 
served more as a shopping list. Industry would then 
go out and sell it door-to-door, and we had very little 
headquarters-directed execution. As a result, quite 
frankly, we weren’t leveraging our buying capacity 
— our $6 billion in volume.

As far as the purpose of this reorganization is 
concerned, we realize that to leverage our volume, 
and to make more decisions from a central location, 
we need to make sure that the people who we’re 

Defense Commissary Agency Director of Sales Randy Chandler

Five years ago, during an earlier assignment as DeCA sales director, Randy Chan-
dler observed that the DeCA Marketing Business Unit (MBU) exists “to support the 
field — that is our No. 1 mission. No 

one is shopping at the MBU.” Today, while 
store support remains as important as ever, 
much has changed in grocery retail during 
the intervening years, and headquarters’ 
role in the buying process has come more 
into focus.

In this exclusive interview, Chandler dis-
cusses the roadmap the agency has created 
for a more customer-centric Sales Director-
ate, and more readily identifiable commis-
sary savings, based on improved advanced 
planning between the category business units, 
industry and suppliers.

Chandler

Analysis, Planning and 
Execution: Centered 

On the Customer
We realize that to lever-
age our volume, and to 

make more decisions from 
a central location, we 

need to make sure that the 
people who we’re asking 

to accomplish those objec-
tives have the skill sets, 

the tools and the resources 
to be successful.

—DeCA Sales Director Randy Chandler

“We have to make sure that we are sending a 
clear and concise message at the shelf,” said 
Chandler, in order for patrons, including these 
at MCMWTC Bridgeport Calif., to be able to 
easily see that they are getting a good value 

when they shop a specific location.
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and I was a category manager for beverages, I would 
be responsible for everything to do with beverage 
sales at that store: the planogramming, the promo-
tion, the space allocation, all of that. 

At DeCA, those responsibilities have been frag-
mented. We had a promotions team that decided 
promotions and who got input from the category 
manager, but at the end of the day, they made the 
decisions on club packs and case lots. 

Resets and store layouts, meanwhile, were over-
seen by store operations, so it was hard to pin the 
rose on the category manager because they could 
too easily say, and rightfully say, that they didn’t 
have total control. 

Now they are going to have that total control. 
We realize they need training, and we realized we 
needed a person with higher skill sets, so the previous 
category manager position was eliminated. We are 
shifting that role to more of a management position, 
the 1101 series, at the GS-14 level. 

DeCA is investing to recruit people to the GS-
14 level, which is equivalent to a zone manager, to 
manage these categories with total control over all 
the functions.

It’s still going to require execution at field level; 
that is the key, the linchpin. It’s going to be the 
responsibility of the stores and the field to execute 
the program, and it’s going to be incumbent upon 
the category manager to develop a program that 
can be easily executed at field level, and then that 
will drive volume. 

Everyone will have some skin in the game and 
everybody will be tagged with growing volume, 
driving sales.

E and C News: Is there anything you see in the 
way of opportunity to improve sales, in-stocks 
and promotions?

Chandler: I do think so, because we need to 
get more sophisticated in our decision-making. And 
that’s the reason for the category business units we 
are creating — in which you have a business unit 
manager (category manager), a merchandising spe-
cialist and an analyst. The decisions that we make 
need to be based on an analysis of our consumers’ 
shopping patterns and their habits. 

We then take that information and develop plans 
that meet that dynamic, that meet that expectation, 
and align it with the way our customers are shop-
ping, and also with how consumers are shopping 
outside of the commissary system, so that we are 
in step with where the grocery industry is going.

Doing that will not only improve our assortment, 
but will also improve our turns and increase sales. If 
we can leverage our volume, make these decisions 
and negotiate for better price points, obviously that 
will drive customer savings and hopefully bring more 
patrons back to the commissary. 

E and C News: For industry, how will working 
through a category manager be different than 
working through a buyer? 

Chandler: In the past, there really hadn’t been 
enough consistency in describing the purpose of 
appointments with buyers. 

What we’re now trying to do is to ask industry 
in advance what their objective will be for the ap-

that they know the value of items of high household 
penetration that everybody’s buying. These are the 
brands that are heavily promoted at retail. There are 
about 500 to 600 items that set a perception from 
the consumer standpoint of whether or not patrons 
feel they are getting a good value when they shop 
a specific location.

We’re also trying to make sure we can do a better 
job of planning our work, so that we can get a better 
price footing in these areas.

Along those lines, we’re working to develop an 
annual business plan with our major suppliers, so 
that we can all know in advance what our expecta-
tions are and what our objectives are.

Doing that allows for better planning for the 
supply chain; they know when we’re going to do 
certain things, and how we’re going to do them, well 

in advance. That way, we’re not leaving it up to our 
246 individual locations – we’re creating a more 
structured and disciplined process in how we go 
to market.

E and C News: Can you tell us more about 
how centralized buying originated? 

Chandler: It used to be that every store bought 
its own assortment. Decades ago, the Army had a 
warehouse in every store and they determined and 
bought their own stock assortments. The Navy had 
had central distribution centers (CDC), as did the 
Marine Corps, and the Air Force had a combination 
of CDCs and store warehouses until 1991.

In 1992 or 1993, we had seven different regions 
and each region had a buying staff, and they decided 

what was going to go into the stores within their 
respective regions. 

Then, when Bob Tate was director of operations, 
which I believe was in 1993, we began the process 
of trying to centralize buying in one location. 

Today, even though we publish a promotional plan 
from one location, we don’t do a lot of sitting down 
and negotiating the buy with the manufacturers, to 
where we detail how many cases we will execute 
at a specific set of locations, during a certain time 
period. We do conduct a small portion of the busi-
ness that way, but not very much. A lot of what we 
publish on the promotional plan gets executed at a 
variety of levels, depending on what stores elect to 
do or not to do. 

Now, we’re trying to get more streamlined and 
more focused, so that industry and our stores can 

plan for the execution; so that we all know what that 
execution will be; and that it will be a number that 
we can all execute effectively.

E and C News: In the past, store managers 
have been held more accountable for a lot of the 
sales. As the transformation proceeds, would you 
say it’s now more of a shared accountability?

Chandler: Yes. As part of the process of this 
reorganization, we eliminated the promotions team, 
because if you think about category management at 
retail, the definition is that you run a specific group 
of categories as if it were your own business. You 
have total responsibility for everything that happens 
within that category. 

If I worked at a large commercial grocery chain 

Although DeCA is 
transitioning the pur-
chasing of merchan-

dise more toward 
centralized buying 
from headquarters, 
execution at field 

level will still be criti-
cal for success.

It’s still going to require execution at field level; that is the key. 
It’s going to be the responsibility of the stores and the field to 
execute the program, and it’s going to be incumbent upon the cat-
egory manager to develop a program that can be easily executed 
at field level.                                         — DeCA Director of Sales Randy Chandler
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E and C News: DeCA Director and Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO) Joseph H. Jeu said he thinks 
$6 billion in sales is in reach again next year.

Chandler: Yes, I agree, because even with the four 
days that we have already lost in fiscal 2014 during 
the government shutdown — I think it is somewhere 
around a half of 1 percent were lost  — a half of 1 
percent isn’t that great to make up there. We were 
down 2.6 percent, I think, for the year, so you are 
only talking about like a 3-percent increase in sales.

In any sales organization — you have to have a 
sales goal to have people focused on a target. So I 
think a 3-percent increase is very doable.

E and C News: Is there anything else that you 
would like to say to our readership?

Chandler: I would just say that there will be some 
bumps during the transition, as we ramp down one 
organization and transition to a new organization 
where the emphasis is on analysis and the training 
of our individuals; and an emphasis on the prepa-
ration prior to meeting with industry, and then an 
emphasis on execution.

It’s going to be a switch, it’s going to be a transi-
tion, and so we just ask folks to have patience until 
we get them all on board.

—E and C NEWS

pointment, what they are trying to accomplish, and 
what precisely they want to discuss. 

That way, our team, the merchandising specialists 
and the category managers, and the business analyst 
can better prepare; generate the data and informa-
tion they need, so that when the category manager 
sits down, and meets with that vendor for that hour, 
they are able to get things accomplished; both of 
them are prepared for the meeting, and hopefully 
it produces some more positive results. 

The objective is to lay out an annual plan, rather 
than go from week to week. Most manufacturers 
know when their new items are going to be arriving 
well in advance, so if we could sit down and plan 
out what our promotional opportunities should be 
well ahead of time, hopefully we will get a more 
balanced package and approach.

This will allow everybody to know far in advance 
what’s going to happen. It will then be easier for 
the supply chain, including the distributors, to plan 
their work. It’s all about planning your work and 
working your plan. 

E and C News: These days, we hear that times 
are tough, and margins are thinner than ever. 
Are there any words of encouragement you can 
offer the supply chain?

Chandler:  For distributors today, a big danger 
is sitting on millions and millions of dollars worth 

of product that never got moved. It costs money to 
have product sitting around, including the cost of 
interest on that inventory. 

I would say that the upside to all of this is that 
if we can plan our execution, it will reduce this 
excess and inefficiency — including dead stock, 
and promotions that were brought in and didn’t sell 
in line with expectations, or were never pulled to 
the store — out of the supply chain. I think that the 
broker community will benefit by knowing what it 
is that they’re going to execute. We want to execute 
bigger — but not necessarily more — mass displays, 
to create the excitement around the reduced price.

We can ask COMEX to pull reports, and you may 
see that there are 10,000 or 11,000 items that are in 
secondary locations. I am sure some are on display 
and some are not, but if we can get a more focused 
approach, by creating fewer, but bigger displays, I 
think it will create more excitement.

The key is to be able to maintain our relevance 
with our patrons to keep them coming, and to pur-
chase more while they are there. All boats should 
rise with the tide. We need to get more folks coming 
back into the stores and spending more, and make 
it easier for them to find the values. The paradox of 
choice is it’s just so confusing for our patrons right 
now. I don’t think they know what we are trying to 
communicate.

We have to make sure that we are sending a clean, 
clear and concise message at the shelf. 

DeCA Q&A




