
Please tell us a little about your approach to your new position, and what 
your priorities will be in the near term. How do you think your back-
ground in both DeCA and the civilian food business will help you reach 

your objectives? 

Absolutely! I am confident that my multi-facet-
ed experience from both sides of the business will 
prove invaluable going forward. 

Out of all the diverse positions I have held since 
the inception of DeCA (and beyond!), I feel I have 
established a formidable foundation in which to 
provide leadership in growing sales and transac-
tions to new heights. 

I am a motivated individual fueled and ener-
gized by an unswerving desire to serve our valued 
customers in the manner in which they expect and 
deserve. I strive to be consistent and equitable in 
my day-to-day dealings with associates and busi-
ness partners, fully engaged, results-oriented and 
propelled into action, always with an ever-present 
empathy and respect towards our hard-working 
store and zone-level employees who are executing 
the programs and policies. 

In addition to my multi-dimensional experience 
gained over a 7- year span in the private sector, I 
have spent the last five-plus years in career broad-
ening, operational assignments at both at region and 
headquarters level; region operations, both from an 
execution, store support and compliance standpoint, 
to a headquarters’ policy and performance, “above 
store” aspect. I believe my vast portfolio of experi-

With experience of the commissary marketplace both inside the 
gate and out, Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) Semi-Perish-
ables Chief Joyce Chandler has diverse insights into the needs 

of patrons, suppliers and stores alike  — and she has eagerly taken on the 
challenges of the agency’s more than $3-billion Semi-Perishable segment. In 
this interview, she offers a window on her career, whose course has threaded 
through the civilian resale and back to the commissary business; trends in 
today’s  grocery marketplace, and in particular, the healthy living segment, 
which seems poised for further growth in commissaries around the world.

DeCA Semi-Perishables Chief Joyce 
Chandler anticipates continued 

growth in “Good For You/Better For 
You” items that cuts across a large 
number of semi-perishable catego-

ries. Fort Hamilton, N.Y.
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Chandler observed that the appeal 
of natural and “Better For You” prod-
ucts now cuts across a much wider 
spectrum of generations of patrons. 
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“Better For 
You”: 

From Niche to 
Mainstream
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After all, cheap does not equal best value! Not in the 
eyes of today’s customer anyway!

on expanding choices and selecting the 
assortment …

Again, we are in the concept phase of exploring 
our options on a category-by-category review to en-
hance categories — where it makes sense and offers 
a real value — with healthier or greener, more “en-
vironmentally-friendly” options! We have seen tre-
mendous and positive responses from our customers 
to new GFY programs (offered in limited regional 
distribution) that have sold nearly 40,000 cases or 
almost $1 million — that’s an increase in 2011 of 
139 percent in cases and 109 percent in dollars over 
the previous year! Alder Foods’ “DeCA Living Well” 
sections, first tested by DeCA’s Western Area, and 
most recently expanded to select stores in DeCA’s 
Eastern Area of the U.S., is comprised of gluten-free/
allergen-friendly and natural health food products. 
To date, the concept has received favorable response 
from DeCA patrons within these market areas.

Customers are increasingly becoming more vo-
cal in their demand for specific brands and products 
to meet their needs. They know what they want and 

sales were $77.8 million, which indi-
cates an increase of 16 percent! Most 
new items added were in Salty Snacks 
(19 added), Vitamins (13 added), Coffee 
Creamers (11 added), and GFY Foods 
(seven added). A total of 39 new brands 
were added across all categories.

“Green” is also huge right now as 
well! Almost everyone at least wants to 
be “environmentally friendly,” and our 
customers have responded very well to 
expansions in green products or prod-
ucts that are greener in their production.

on the acceptance curve for BFY 
Foods, and whether they are 

fads, trends, or here to stay …

No, these aren’t fads. The BFY cate-
gories are here to stay and will continue 
to proliferate as more emphasis is placed on health 
and good nutrition. There was a time when the vegan, 
vegetarian, natural and/or organic lifestyles seemed 
extreme and foreign but there is a great deal of cross-
over — just look at the menus of any restaurant. 
Even fast food has jumped on the BFY bandwagon. 
Gluten-free and allergy-friendly items are not life-
style choices, but required to sustain the health of 
the consumer that needs them. Interestingly, main-
stream customers seem to be exploring more and 
more of these products as awareness of allergies and 
food sensitivities grows — particularly when you’re 
talking about products fed to families with children. 
This impacts purchase decisions on categories from 
detergents to desserts.

I think that products that are greener and support 
a healthier lifestyle are here to stay. They have be-
come an important part of our lifestyle or culture. 
Times are economically difficult and manufacturers 
are really working on ways to make production as 
efficient as possible so that value remains a funda-
mental part of the buying decision. However, but 
based on the triple-digit growth that we have seen 
with some of these products and/or categories, com-
missary customers (like their retail counterparts) are 
increasingly less likely to make that tradeoff between 
compromising their health and well being, long term. 

ence and developed business acumen can make an 
impactful difference in my new role as chief of the 
Semi-Perishable Division.

It is my intent to spend the first few months es-
sentially listening and learning — (sharing my in-
sights and opinions as needed, of course.) I want to 
be able to have a full comprehension of the “tools in 
my tool box,” assess where we are today, and coordi-
nate our objectives to where we need to be in order 
to offer the best possible support to our customers 
around the world. 

Semi-perishable accounts for a 56.21-percent 
share of DeCA fiscal 2011 sales ($3.3 billon), and 
represents the broadest imaginable spectrum of cat-
egories — so it will be my primary objective to lead 
and foster a cohesive team, placing a renewed empha-
sis on effective communication and responsiveness. 

We are going to have to stay on top of retail trends 
so that we are in the position to proactively manage 
our categories to anticipate and meet the needs of 
our customers rather than reacting. This will include 
the review and support of local and regional items 
favored in distinct market areas incorporated within 
our planograms when warranted, in conjunction with 
the scheduled category review of national brands. I 
believe that we have a strong team that truly cares, 
and everyone is a consummate professional — I 
want to really ramp up innovation and creativity for 
the future.

on the military’s emphasis on healthy nu-
trition and how it is reflected in the divi-

sion’s approach …

DeCA introduced a General Health category last 
year and we have also been testing a couple of region-
ally available sets that have proven to be very well 
received by DeCA’s customers. I anticipate growth 
in Good For You (GFY)/Better For You (BFY) items 
that cuts across a large number of semi-perishable 
categories — in line with trends in retail. We are in 
the concept stages of a category-by-category review 
of our existing categories to determine whether there 
are products out there that would enhance the ex-
isting product mix. You should start to see entry of 
those products that make sense for the customer but 
probably not until after the first part of next year.

on BFY categories that have shown 
strength in fiscal 2011 …

Natural, Organic, Gluten-Free, Allergy-Friendly, 
Ancient Grains (quinoa) are all demonstrating robust 
growth in DeCA as well as retail. Again, as we move 
forward, we will be looking to enhance the semi-per-
ishable category with products that are in demand by 
our customers, and which make sense from a savings 
perspective. We have seen that many, if not all, of 
these healthier lifestyle items have a strong appeal to 
virtually every demographic and age group — from 
infancy through the elderly.

Gluten-free has taken off in DeCA by leaps and 
bounds. We now stock 1,192 gluten-free items, and 
have increased our offerings again by 163 new glu-
ten-free items in 111 categories (97 in June 2011). 
Sales are now $90 million over the latest 52 weeks. 
Compared to the 52 weeks ending July 11, 2011, 

the vast majority of DeCA patrons 
want and continue to buy traditional 
grocery and semi-perishable items 
found in the center-store, while they 
also explore healthier alternatives. 

MCB Quantico, Va.

“Living Well” sections such as this one at 
NB San Diego, Calif., were first tested in 

DeCA’s former Western Region.

PH
o

to
S BY RiC

k SA
N

Bo
RN

EXCHANGE and CoMMiSSARY NEWS36  |  JANUARY 2012

DeCA Interview



salty snacks (chips) and granola bars that target our 
younger generation; however, through the manu-
facturer’s product sampling and demo efforts, even 
our adult patrons are purchasing these products for 
themselves. Alder Foods’ “DeCA Living Well,” men-
tioned earlier, is another.

Overall, we are seeing some fundamental chang-
es in how our customers select products. The days 
are clearly gone where low sodium meant tasteless, 
for instance. We offer a number of spice grinders and 
other seasonings for day-to-day use that contain no 
salt whatsoever. Low-sodium and low-fat canned 
soups, prepared meals and condiments are also 
trending steadily up. Customers are savvier than ever 
when it comes to evaluating products and how they 
relate to their overall health. Omega-3 products are 
something that we have seen some serious growth in 
as well. I think that foods previously characterized as 
“diet” foods are now seen by consumers as “healthy” 
or “better for you” and they demand choices that al-
low them to reduce the amount of sodium, sugar and 
fat that they consume on a daily basis — based on 
what we’ve seen across the full spectrum of semi-
perishable categories.

Natural, organics, gluten-free and allergy friend-
ly products have also sustained robust growth across 
all semi-perishable categories where they have a 
presence. I see the biggest potential for growth in 
snacks and snack products. Despite the vast majority 
of patrons who want and continue to buy the tradi-
tional snack items that contain salt, sugar and fats 
associated with “comfort foods,” more consumers 
are actively looking and requesting healthier alterna-
tives to snacking. Manufacturers are answering this 
need with more and more of the BFY items. We are 
a very mobile, very busy culture and while snacks 
have often been the unhealthiest of alternatives in the 
past, that’s no longer the case. There has been a real 
proliferation of healthy snack products in the last 18 
to 24 months and it is a trend that stands to see real 
growth in several semi-perishable categories. If we 
can meet our savings objectives and it makes sense 
for our customers — I think that we will see real in-
novations in impacted categories. Again, the com-
missary customer is no exception; preferences of 
the commissary shopper are no different than those 
trends observed outside the gate. Simply stated, con-
sumers are more educated than ever about what they 
eat and how it impacts their overall health! Our buy-
ing decisions must continue to judiciously address 
and reflect those preferences as we strive to further 
enhance the overall commissary benefit.

on forthcoming promotions …

Healthy “BFY” items are now available through-
out the year in our promotional packages. An excit-
ing line up of promotions are scheduled to kick off 
the new year and throughout the first half of 2012, 
emphasizing the BFY products to include “Promises 
for the New Year” (New Year’s Resolutions to Eat 
Healthy) coming up in January; “National Nutrition 
Month Specials,” which will be featured during the 
month of March, and the month of May will be dedi-
cated to the “Family Fun and Fitness Festival” and 
Case-Lot Sale, to name a few.

—E and C NEWS

own consumption of a solely organic meal but a zero 
tolerance for their children, for instance. I have seen 
a lot more label reading in retail as well as the com-
missary. Patrons are more informed than they have 
ever been before. Customers read the label of more 
than one product and then look at the price on the 
shelf — rather than just grabbing the cheapest item 
and moving on. I think that’s the biggest indication 
of the economy’s impact. They want healthier and 
greener, they are willing to pay more for it but they 
are going to shop for that “best value.” From a medi-
cal standpoint, I believe many of our customers are 
recognizing the health benefits of paying the higher 
cost for healthier food choices and are becoming 
increasingly conscientious about their eating habits 
in an effort to reduce or prevent the need for costly 
medical treatments down the road, caused by the 
foods they eat. Benjamin Franklin said it best, “An 
ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure!”

Also, retail research indicates that customers are 
pretty clearly divided in their incentives to purchase 
— often cutting back across the board in order to be 
able to indulge a little here and there. I would like to 
see us mirror what is going on in retail in areas like 

health and beauty care (HBC), de-
tergents, etc., with enhanced prod-
ucts that offer a better value for our 
customer, so that they can have a 
spa day at home, for instance.

on category sales drivers …

Stacy’s Pita Chips have shown 
strong sales growth since be-
ing added to the DeCA stock as-
sortment. The recent addition of 
WhoNu cookies is expected to gen-
erate strong sales due to the health 
attributes coupled with the large 
media blitz promoting the items. 
Vicki Sliwicki, our local buyer in 
the Western Area of the U.S., has 
supported our stores in Hawaii with 
the addition of Wai Lana healthy 

they are asking for it! I’d like to see us become much 
more proactive — anticipating customer demands 
and needs and identifying pre-trend activity in retail. 
You have to be innovative and agile in today’s market-
place, and I think that having your hand on the pulse 
of what is going on will prove critical to the success 
of the semi-perishable categories across the board.

on the economy’s impact on the healthy 
living/lifestyle nutrition trend?

As people move more cautiously in their pur-
chasing decisions — based on limited or reduced 
household funds — they tend to really evaluate their 
market basket item-by-item. Organics cost far more 
to produce and, consequently, that production cost is 
reflected in the shelf price. The commissary offers an 
easily recognizable price advantage to our shoppers 
as they compare price points found in the commis-
sary versus outside the gate; thus, patron savings in 
DeCA’s BFY category make a healthier choice more 
affordable for patrons who want to pursue a healthier 
lifestyle. Parents may have some tolerance for their 

‘ I’d like to see us become much more proac-

tive — anticipating customer demands and 

needs and identifying pre-trend activity in 

retail. You have to be innovative and agile in 

today’s marketplace, and I think that having 

your hand on the pulse of what is going on 

will prove critical to the success of the semi-

perishable categories across the board.’

 — DeCA Semi-Perishables Chief Joyce Chandler

“National Nutrition Month Spe-
cials” will be featured during 
March, and May will be dedicated 
to the “Family Fun and Fitness Fes-
tival” and Case-Lot Sale, to name 
a few 2012 promotions. Here 
(right), younger patrons line up to 
take part in activities during a store 

opening at Fort Bliss, texas. 
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