
a year, and whether it might 
include additional refresh ses-
sions and new or replacement 
product-specific reviews.

“Typically,” says Parrish, “we 
meet with the retailers once per 
category, but we spend about 
three weeks with them alto-
gether.” In today’s fast-changing 
retail environment, additional 
tune-ups are often necessary. 
“We still work with the cus-
tomer’s merchandising teams 
during the year,” he said, “If 
they need a refresh, we can do 
that. Some organizations will 
ask to do that just for an item 
or two, or a few items here or 
there. For others, it’s a little more 
formalized – but we’re able to 
do either. Typically, the refresh 
is really more a case that the retailer’s buying team 
has identified a product or trend during the year. 
They need to act before the next planogram ses-
sion, because by then, they may have missed the 
next trend on that item.”

Importantly, he adds, the approach is “‘non-biased’ 
— we’re not there to push one vendor’s product over 
another – we’re looking basically at what’s selling. 
That keeps the integrity of the whole session in check.”

EXECUTION
In-store fill rates are a top priority. “One of the 

things we focused on is that we really concentrate 
on executing the basics properly, and protecting 
planogram integrity with each of our retailers,” he 
explained. “This has always been a strong point of 
emphasis for McLane,” he said, “but during the last 
several years we have really worked closely with 
the retailer to help get that under control, both for 
them and for us, and then to just execute the basics 
of keeping the main planogram in stock.”

FLEET
With more refrigerated product going into stores’ 

cooler and chill sections as retailers pursue “fresh” 
and “Healthier For You” (HFY) trends, McLane’s 
fleet is able to adapt. “The trucks are adjustable  — 
you can move the interior walls, so that if you need 
more freezer space you’ve got it — we’re completely 
equipped to be able to handle any of the temperature 
requirements to support our customer base across the 
country,” he said, adding that the category managers 
are tuned in to the trend. “We are looking at anything 
that is Healthier For You, in the snack area, as well 
as even in the frozen area.”

BASE ACCESS
Navigating base access issues is programmed 

into McLane DNA. “While challenging at times, 
it’s manageable,” he said, “especially if you recog-
nize, as we do, the need for the local servicing DC 
to maintain local contact. We train our drivers to 
be on the lookout for security gate notices and ask 
questions when entering the base to identify changes 
to base access, and to notify transport management 
so we can be ready for any new contingency. There 
are some issues from time to time, but overall, as 
long as you manage it locally, it’s not that difficult.”

VISION, ADAPTABILITY
Given the unpredictability of troop strengths in 

military resale and its myriad policy complications 
— from tobacco cessation and an “extra mile” ap-
proach to the HFY trend, to the exploration of new 
business models — Parrish and Account Manager–
Military Roger Woodard, are undaunted. “Military 
retailing is here for the long term in our opinion,” 
Parrish said, “and we’re in for the long run as well. 

“We understand that the model may change, and 
we’re positioned to adjust and meet the delivery 
needs short- and long-term, whatever they may be.” 

While it’s almost impossible for anyone to predict 
with certainty where resale reform is headed, and how 
that will change and challenge suppliers, Parrish said, 
“We do believe there will be some changes, and as 
those changes occur, we believe that by being a major 
player, we’re positioned with our national distribution 
and delivery network, and along with the offering 
and supply solution that we have, that if the model 
changes, we can adjust quickly to the needs of the 
military and its patrons.” — E and C NEWS

Evolving from a small retail grocer in 1894, to 
a leading grocery wholesaler and distributor in 
the 1960s and 1970s, to a worldwide logistics 

powerhouse in the 1990s, and to a supply chain 
services leader today, McLane Company, Inc. deliv-
ers more than 10 billion pounds of merchandise to 
customers every year, and has become a dominant 
player in the convenience and small-store distri-
bution arena, which today includes many of the 
military exchanges.

In the last decade and beyond, Veterans Canteen 
Service (VCS) PatriotStores and the Coast Guard 
Exchange (CGX) have signed on with McLane 
to help streamline parts of their convenience and 
small-store edibles programs, followed by the Navy 
Exchange Service Command (NEXCOM) and the 
Marine Corps Exchange (MCX).

An important feature of the service for these 
military resale organizations is McLane’s Center for 
Category Innovation, formerly McLane Lab Store 
— a mock store at the company’s headquarters that 
combines the knowledge of experienced category 
managers and supplier partners with McLane’s ex-
tensive data warehouse to provide customers with 
objective sales data and market insights down to 
the zip code level, in order to determine the best 
product mix scenarios and key selling opportunities 
for each customer’s stores. 

According to Market Director–Military Van Par-
rish, McLane’s category managers and buyers can 
bring a great deal of cross-channel merchandise 
and product trend insights to bear on assortments 
to complement those of military resale category 
managers. “We have category managers and product 
directors at our corporate office that help the sales 
team with recommendations, and they are in constant 
dialog with the vendors,” says Parrish.

“We can see across a lot of different retail for-
mats — whether it’s the drug stores, mass, dollar 
stores or supermarkets, and so on,” he said. “We 
service all those classes of trade and we can pick 
up on new and different items pretty quickly that 
are being sold in one class of trade but which are 
not being sold in military.

“With our broad customer base, we have the abil-
ity to see that information, so it really helps us with 
providing good recommendations to the military 
because their store footprints cross over a lot of 
different sizes of stores,” he explained.

Adding this kind of value to the process, Parrish 
told E and C News, makes for extremely compre-
hensive planograms and planning sessions. “They 
all are very intense sessions,” he explained, “The 
level of participation — in terms of the duration of 
planning sessions — varies from one customer to 
another, whether it be three weeks or several days 
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Distribution/McLane

DCs and Trucks, Category 
Consulting and Merchandising, Too

Overhead view of conveyors at a 
McLane Co. distribution center. In 
today’s fast-changing retail environ-
ment, agility and speed to shelf are 
vital to sustaining sales momentum.


