
was the essential need for category buyers and managers to collaborate in creating 
ways to encourage shopping across all departments. 

What once was a clear dividing line between the Perishables and Semi-Perish-
ables divisions is now evaporating, with initiatives now being explored to integrate 
categories of both chill and freeze with dry — based on how a consumer shops. 

For example, in our future store formats, we will be co-locating all natural, 
organic and gluten-free products together within our produce department footprint. 
By integration, I mean the combination of dry grocery, frozen, chill and produce 
together for ease of shopping for this consumer profile. 

Another important takeaway from the experience of holding both jobs is that 
we need to focus more on selling solutions — rather than just selling items — by 
employing a more shopper-centric model of operation. 

On perishables categories successes 
during fiscal 2012 …

A lift in dollar sales in all perishables departments in fiscal 2012 was achieved 
over the previous year with the exception of plants. 

My program manager for produce has energized the plant program for 2012, 
and I fully expect to see plants thriving in sales by the end of fiscal 2013. 

Because the plan was to exceed DeCA’s overall growth in sales, I’m satisfied 
with the deli/bakery performance, with a combined increase of over 6 percent 
versus fiscal 2011 sales, but recognize the potential can far exceed where we are 
in today’s operation.   

So far this fiscal year, produce sales continue to trend up at 4.5 percent. Our 
produce teams are consistently meeting every challenge with excitement and 
enthusiasm, while meeting or exceeding customer expectations to provide a 
satisfying shopping experience at all locations. 

E 
and C News recently spoke to Defense 
Commissary Agency (DeCA) Perishables 
Division Chief Joyce Chandler about the 

pace of change currently taking place in the 
Perishables area. While center store accounts 
for more than half of DeCA’s $6 billion in sales, 
quality and value in the perimeter continue to 
be key traffic drivers, helping both divisions 
deliver successful patron shopping trips …

On the interconnections 
between Semi-Perishables 

and Perishables …

After nearly eight months of managing both divisions, which I found both 
challenging yet rewarding, I was ecstatic when former store director Paula Lewis  
arrived from the MacDill AFB, Fla., Commissary to assume her new role as chief 
of Semi-Perishables. While serving in both capacities, I soon recognized the need 
for standardization in the processes associated with category management, par-
ticularly in the areas of new item evaluation criteria, and in the development of a 
more disciplined category review application by each buying team.

With respect to promotions, Michelle Frost, chief of promotions and marketing, 
had long since developed consistency between the two divisions with her promo-
tions manager, Charles Dowlen, surrounding all semi-perishables (dry grocery) 
and perishables grocery (frozen food and chill) promotions.

To further enhance their efforts, I’m now working with my fresh meat/fresh 
seafood and produce program managers — Les Simpson and Bridget Bennett, 
respectively — and in tandem with Michelle Frost to integrate a fresh promo-
tional program that aligns similarly with our center store and perishables grocery 
department promotions. 

This measure takes into consideration the challenges in lead-time, shelf life 
constraints unique to the fresh categories, and the differences in seasonality, region-
ality, and merchandising, to effectively promote fresh meat, seafood and produce. 

 Considering the significant patron savings we can offer in the fresh categories 
and the growing shopper trends favoring health and wellness, the store perimeter is 
where I feel we can best distinguish ourselves as compared to center store. When I 
speak of the “perimeter” I am referring to those departments that feature the items 
most conducive to helping our customers lead a healthier lifestyle. 

More and more, sales are trending toward the healthier product alternatives 
in place of processed foods found within the center of the store. One of the main 
takeaways when wearing both hats, in addition to standardizing work processes, 

‘What once was a clear dividing line between the Perishables 
and Semi-Perishables divisions is now evaporating, with initia-
tives now being explored to integrate categories of both chill 

and freeze with dry — based on how a consumer shops.’ 
— DeCA Perishables Division Chief Joyce Chandler

Defining the Keys to Perishables and Store Success
DeCA Perishables Division Chief Joyce Chandler

“Quality at its best value is the winning formula. Promotional items are a key to increas-
ing sales; we feature seasonally relevant items that excite the patron with freshness and  

savings,” said DeCA Perishables Division Chief Joyce Chandler. Fort Lee, Va.
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to the store only to find an out of stock! 
Our strategy is to improve our in-stock rates and continue in this endeavor to 

enhance our category planograms. Combined with our new perishables grocery 
promotion and review process, we’re confident that we will begin to exceed last 
year’s model as well as our customers’ needs and expectations!

On the concept of DeCA’s “never out” program …

 The “never out” program has been around for a long time and is based on having 
the most popular items available throughout the day. The core of the “never out” 
list stays fairly consistent, but it does change as our customers’ preferences change.

It’s important to maintain sufficient stock levels of the best sellers, determined 
by the sales data collected from several sources including our internal Business 
Objects and Nielsen databases. The “never out” list for fresh meat involves the 
top-20-selling beef items and the top-10-selling pork items and is determined on 
a store-by-store basis.

Our deli/bakeries do a great job in maintaining sufficient stock levels of the 
best sellers, which is best reflected in the 4.3 percent and 1.5 percent growth rates 
in the delis and bakeries, respectively. The core of the “never out” list stays fairly 
consistent, but it does change as our customers’ preferences change.

Produce has a core item listing of “never out” items that are typical to your 
basics; i.e., apples, strawberries, oranges, bananas, lettuce, carrots, cucumbers, 
potatoes, onions, etc. Since produce is also regional, to enhance these offerings, 
we encourage stores to determine their top sellers at the regional level to ensure 
they are providing the best variety in that area to meet customer demand.

On managing perishables 
at the store level …

It’s imperative our stores maintain the “never 
out” lists provided. It’s equally important to 
display the promotional items being offered 
during each display period and ensure you’re 
up to date with the most current planograms 
reflecting the latest product innovation and as-
sortment. Taking these actions will build shop-
per loyalty, enhance our customers’ shopping 
satisfaction and increase sales. 

Overall, the  perishables categories are driv-
ing both sales and savings. Holding our suppli-
ers to excellent quality standards at all times 
would also prove beneficial. Our perishables 
managers have challenging positions, but the 
rewards that come from satisfied customers 
make it all worthwhile. Stores need to “think 
big,” listen to their customers, and monitor the 
competition outside the gate to ensure they’re 
relevant with the best-selling local unique and 
regional product offerings.

—E and C NEWS

Frozen poultry sales have improved by more than 15 percent and 
chill meats and dairy increased nearly 5 percent each, far exceeding 
all stretch goals established for these perimeter departments. So as 
you can see, perimeter sales in DeCA are booming, and my team and 
I are listening and adjusting to the trends and taking the approach that 
there’s nowhere to go but up!

On shopping, merchandising 
and product trends … 

In our perishables grocery departments, health and wellness became 
more prominent over the past year; many frozen food, chill prepack-
aged meats and dairy offerings are now available to accommodate the 
gluten-free dietary need.

Also, quite a few more organic products were introduced and are 
now represented in our commissaries. For the most part, the purchasing 
power of our military customers has been able to stay afloat, and they’re 
purchasing more convenience items from the frozen food and chill areas of the store.  

From our produce departments, DeCA’s shoppers are looking for convenience, 
value and locally grown items — all trends that mirror retail sales trends outside 
the gate. 

Time-starved, busy parents are looking for a convenient and quick meal solution 
or a healthy snack alternative while on the go. The cleaned, precut value-added 
items within our fresh fruits, vegetable and bagged salad lineup offer a solution 
for those with busy schedules. 

Deli/bakery, rotisserie chicken, prepared sandwiches, and sushi are other op-
tions convenient for the busy military lifestyle. Value is perceived differently by 
many customers, and we’re finding that it’s not just about price anymore. Quality 
at its best value is the winning formula. Promotional items are a key to increasing 
sales; we feature seasonally relevant items that excite the patron with freshness 
and savings. 

Because of the economy, some customers are trading down to more eco-
nomical solutions. Regardless of the choices they’re making, our customers 
are saving an average of 39 percent on their total basket and our perishables 
categories are driving these savings! We also expect to see more offers com-
ing in to follow the health trend in the future. It may be as big as the reduced 
and fat-free craze experienced in the 1990s. The economy hurt some categories 
a bit, but overall, the perishables departments were not adversely impacted.

On ensuring the commissary is a 
viable one-stop perishables shop … 

When it comes to perishables, quality is ex-
tremely important. We have heard and listened 
to our customers and understand just how im-
portant freshness and quality is in their purchase 
decisions. We have conveyed that importance to 
our suppliers, and we are confident in our belief 
that we offer better quality than our retail coun-
terparts. Staying committed to quality and value 
on every delivery brings consistency, which our 
customers appreciate. Our fresh meats offer a 
tremendous point of difference in savings and 
in quality, and we intend to capitalize on this 
important aspect of the benefit with increased 
marketing and promotions.

With respect to perishables grocery, we 
are entrenched in cleaning up the frozen food, 
prepackaged meat, and dairy categories and 
grocery items sold in produce, to ensure that 
we carry the “best of the best” including the 
best variety.

To do this means we have to ensure days 
of supply are met, so that when our customers 
shop during afternoon and early evening hours, 
the in-stock posturing will be improved. There’s 
nothing more disheartening than to make a trip 

DeCA Fiscal 2012
Category Growth 

Highlights
Chandler described increases in meat sales as “impres-

sive,” saying, “with a 4-percent projected goal for the meat 
and seafood departments, I’m very pleased with the fiscal 
2012 outcome.”  Produce percentage to total sales, Chan-
dler said, “continues to grow steadily each year, and ended 
fiscal year 2012 with an 8.2-percent share.”

Produce ...................... $499.6 million ............ +3.2% 
Fresh meat ................. $476.3 million ............ +4.1% 
Deli ............................ $111.6 million ............ +4.3% 
Bakery .......................... $47.7 million ............ +1.5% 
Sushi ............................ $26.6 million .......... +13.2%  
Fresh seafood ............... $20.5 million ............ +7.4% 
Hot foods ..................... $10.8 million .......... +34.0% *

* About this category, Chandler noted, “Hot foods performed very well, but 
DeCA’s fiscal 2012 numbers include hot foods in Europe, which were not broken 
out from deli in previous years. Initiatives are in place to secure this growth in hot 
foods/home meal replacements and foster its potential to realize even greater 
growth in our new-store formats going forward.”  

‘Stores need to “think big,” listen to their 
customers, and monitor the competition 

outside the gate to ensure they’re 
relevant with the best-selling local 

unique and regional product offerings.’
 — DeCA Perishables Division Chief Joyce Chandler
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