
today’s market. Customer expectations, the retail in-
dustry and the military resale environment have all 
evolved during the last two years. The phenomenon 
of “showrooming” — the practice of customers go-
ing to a brick-and-mortar store, examining merchan-
dise, and then shopping online for the same item at a 
lower price — coupled with amazon.com’s same-day 
delivery initiative, drives the stakes even higher. By 
bringing the buying and advertising functions to-
gether, we better position ourselves to combat these 
and future challenges.

On inspiring experiences in her 
AAFES career …

Arguably, the most inspiring experience I’ve had 
in my Exchange career was the time I spent support-
ing and setting up Operation Enduring Freedom/
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) contingency 
operations. The Exchange associates that sacrifice 
time away from their family and friends to serve our 

On recent strategic changes in 
the Sales Directorate …

Has it already been 22 months? To say my time in 
the position has been anything but exciting would be 
an understatement. While my views on the position 
have not changed, the position itself has undergone a 
metamorphosis of sorts, as we have recently merged 
the Advertising branch and E-commerce buying staff 
from Marketing into the SD. This allows us to lever-
age buying power and deliver a seamless approach to 
the customer experience. 

Whether you call it omni- or multi-channel retail-
ing, the fundamental approach must be a shared vision 
of assortment and pricing strategy. A major Exchange 
initiative in 2013 is to launch an enhanced online store 
— and while we have been in the e-commerce busi-
ness for some time now, our brick-and-mortar and on-
line assortment strategies were not aligned. 

Merging these two divisions will result in a 
more agile and creative team, which is essential in 

 Sales Directorate Senior Vice President Ana Middleton

Delivering an 

Based on Customer Lifestyles
‘Exceptional Experience’

A na Middleton has been the senior vice president (SVP) of the Army & Air Force 
Exchange Service (AAFES) Sales Directorate (SD) since April 2011, and under 
her direction the SD has aligned itself more closely than ever with the needs and 

desires of Exchange shoppers. 
Middleton guides readers through some of those changes in the following exclusive in-

terview with E and C News, and discusses numerous other topics, including her career, 
sales strategies, increasing the presence of national brands in Exchange stores, and think-
ing outside the “Big Box.”

‘We also must pay attention 

to understanding how our 

customers live, and deliver 

an exceptional experience 

based on their lifestyles.’
— AAFES Sales Directorate Senior 

Vice President Ana Middleton
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Creating and maintaining a shopping experi-
ence beyond what customers can experience 
outside the gate was a key topic of discussion for 
all at the 2012 American Logistics Association 
(ALA) Annual Conference and training Event. 
From left, ALA National Convention Steering 
Committee Chairman and GEt Marketing presi-
dent and CEo Jim Gordon; Exchange Director 
and CEo tom Shull; Exchange SD SVp Ana 
Middleton; Exchange Strategic planning and 
partnerships SVp Mike Immler; and Exchange 

Chief operating officer Mike howard. 
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ence. This attention to the overall shopping experi-
ence is imperative to remaining relevant.

On the special attention being 
paid to patron preferences …

An active lifestyle has always been essential to 
the military customer, and one way the Exchange ad-
dresses this is by focusing on the “Be Fit” initiative. 
This initiative is in line with who our customers are 
and how they live. 

Knowing how important remaining active is to 
the military customer, the Softlines Division ad-
dresses this need by paying special attention to 
athletic wear. We’re offering branded products that 
align with military shoppers’ needs. In Men’s, La-
dies, and Footwear, new fabrics and colors are driv-
ing category growth. Cotton fabric is making a small 
comeback as key vendors such as Nike, Under Ar-
mour and adidas have perfected cotton blends while 
maintaining its performance as a poly blend. Colors 
abound, as bright colors such as yellow, green and 
orange replace or enhance former grays and blacks. 
The pricing strategy is also something to talk about. 
Customers save up to 20 percent off manufacturer’s 
suggested retail prices (MSRP). 

Also in Softlines, the simplified “5”-price point 
strategy that priced all Children’s apparel at $5, “2 for 
$15,” or $10, $15, or $20 conveys an unquestionable 
value statement. The Childrenswear Pricing Strategy 
that the Exchange launched for Back-to-School 2012 
is expected to continue to drive unit volume and cus-
tomer traffic in 2013. 

The tremendous response from customers has re-
juvenated the Children’s apparel business at the Ex-
change. Meaningful savings on quality, trend-right 
merchandise is the key to continued sales growth 
in 2013. The exceptional sales of $5 items illustrate 
how important price is to our customers. In 2013, our 

All 14 of our 2013 Exchange ini-
tiatives require close collaboration; 

consequently each initiative has a cross-functional 
working group to develop the action plan and drive 
targeted results. The SD VPs have the lead on four 
of these initiatives and support roles on the others, 
to include optimizing the supply chain and enhanc-
ing the customer online experience. These truly are 
exciting times in the Exchange, and SD is committed 
to driving change, and results.

Internal collaboration and training among the 
teams is also an integral part of our growth strategy. 
The merger of the buying and advertising teams will 
require both divisions to learn about each other’s 
business processes and strategies, and collaborate to 
drive efficiencies. This “learning period” is exciting 
because it drives creative solutions and makes the 
Exchange a stronger retailer. 

On “remaining relevant” during a 
challenging retail period …

The drawdown of overseas and contingency lo-
cations has definitely impacted sales. Engaging re-
turning troops remains a key focus. Many of these 
deployees are reservists and National Guard, who 
typically do not live near an Exchange, so ensuring 
that they continue to patronize the Exchange once 
they return is paramount to maintaining those addi-
tional sales. With the rework of our online experi-
ence, we aim to maintain their patronage, but in new 
and different ways. 

We also must pay attention to understanding 
how our customers live, and deliver an exceptional 
experience based on their lifestyles. The new image 
branding efforts in several of our stores exhibit this 
by focusing on lifestyle shopping. We’ve addressed 
shoppers’ lifestyles by placing special emphasis on 
national brands and on improving the online experi-

brave Airmen and Soldiers truly are inspira-
tional. Working seven-day workweeks, 12-
14 hour days, their efforts are tireless. 

Our deployed associates truly believe 
in the mission and will stop at nothing to 
deliver exceptional customer service. But 
it doesn’t stop there. I have heard so many 
stories of associates who open up facili-
ties in the middle of the night to take care 
of the needs of a Soldier/Airman who for-
got something and who was deploying first 
thing in the morning. I come from a military 
family, like so many other Exchange as-
sociates, and my work ethic isn’t tied to a 
job, it’s an uncompromising commitment to 
those who serve. 

When Tom Shull joined the Exchange as 
director and chief executive officer (CEO), 
he coined the phrase, “There is no greater 
honor than serving those who 
serve,” and I truly believe that 
epitomizes the belief of our 
associates. So, while my time 
downrange is the most mem-
orable, I am amazed daily by 
the commitment and drive of 
our associates and am deeply 
honored to serve with such a 
dedicated workforce.

On her mentors, and collaborative 
efforts involving the SD …

I am fortunate to have been in the company of 
some very dynamic people who have had positive 
influences throughout my career. From a merchant 
standpoint, I would have to say Bob Smith, former 
European Region vice president (VP) who is now 
retired, had the most influence on me. Bob was a 
true merchant and taught me so much about grow-
ing sales and enhancing the customer experience. He 
was a true mentor to so many, and worked hands-on 
with every member of his management team to teach 
them the “art” of being a merchant. 

Of course, former AAFES Chief Operating Offi-
cer (COO) Marilyn Iverson (who is now the director 
of the Veterans Canteen Service) and SD SVP Mag-
gie Burgess deserve special recognition; they paved 
the way for women executives in the Exchange, as 
did Karen Stack, formerly the SVP of the Western 
Region who was recently named SVP, Logistics. 
Stack played a pivotal role in my career, and pushed 
me to the forefront during the beginning of Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom (OEF). She constantly en-
couraged me to challenge conventional wisdom. 

Former SD SVP Dale Bryan, who is also now re-
tired, taught me so much about leadership. Dale, in 
true Winston Churchill form (his hero), would always 
rally and inspire the team to face challenges head-on. 
I only hope that a little of Dale rubbed off on me, be-
cause these are truly challenging times in retail. 

SD VP John Engroff and I are lucky to have a strong 
team of vice presidents (VP) that understand the value 
of collaboration and teamwork. The team continues to 
break down silos within headquarters and reaches out 
to vendor partners for collaborative solutions.

AAFES SVp SD Ana Middleton noted 
that the “tremendous response” from 
customers has rejuvenated the Ex-
change’s Children’s apparel business. 
“Meaningful savings on quality, trend-
right merchandise is the key to contin-
ued sales growth in 2013,” she said. 

Fort Bragg, N.C.
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doesn’t stop in the Main Stores. VP, Services and 
Vending Trini Saucedo and her team are working 
hard to deliver the same experience in the concession 
business. Customers recognize our national brands in 
the malls, such as GNC and Firestone, and the ser-
vices team is seeking out other national brand con-
tracts to deliver the brand experience at the value our 
customers deserve.

On thinking out of the “Big Box” 
to boost brick-and-mortar and 

online sales …

Another aspect of improving our online presence 
into the future is the convergence of store and online 
assortments. For years, we have been touting that 
we have an “endless shopping aisle,” but we haven’t 
quite been able to pull that off. Our push to mimic 
our store assortments online will allow shoppers that 
are not near an Exchange to still be able to take ad-
vantage of the benefits of shopping the Exchange. 
Not only will this allow us to reach reservists, Guard 
and retirees more effectively, but it will also make it 
more convenient to shop for those active duty mem-
bers living outside the gate. 

We’ve already initiated a few new categories of 
shared merchandise. You can now find diapers on-
line. Pampers, and the ever-popular Exchange Select 
diapers, can be ordered and shipped straight to your 
house. Not only is the price great, it is also a great 
service. We’ve added brands such as Clinique cos-
metics, Dockers, and Beats by Dr. Dre headphones, 

to extend the store-shopping aisle to our 
online venue. 

We’ll continue to add items from the 
store assortment with the goal of aligning 
brick-and-mortar and online strategies. 
This will benefit both the everyday shop-
per as well as those in remote locations.

On the role that AAFES’s 
vendor partners play in 

creating a unique shopping 
experience that for Exchange 

customers …

Our vendors play a huge role in the over-
all Exchange shopping experience. Not only 
do they assist in generating excitement in the 
stores through events such as celebrity appear-
ances, trunk shows, special promotions and 
contests, they help to ensure the Exchange 
remains up-to-date on current market trends. 
They also help us to offer exclusive products 
and special pricing. 

Their expert industry advice is paramount 
to maintaining a shopping experience beyond 
what customers can experience outside the 
gate.

—E and C NEWS

gram to other Express stores. The cooler, designed to 
provide customers a one-stop shop for fast and fresh 
products, displays an offering of sandwiches, fruit, 
yogurt, sushi, hummus and other fresh items. 

On the Exchange Director’s goal 
of increasing the presence of 

national brands …

It’s amazing the number of national brands that 
we have in our assortment mix that we don’t get the 
credit for carrying. Where we have implemented SIS 
concepts, the brand is evident — our Apple, Martha 
Stewart, Coach and Bose SIS concepts are hard to 
miss — but many customers don’t realize the depth 
of brands we carry in apparel. 

Our strategy is not to increase the number of 
brands, but to intensify the awareness of the brand 
through an increased number of SIS concepts and 
the launch of “soft” shops — leveraging the brand 
equity through our partners’ signing elements and 
brand name exposure — where SIS concepts aren’t a 
viable option. Working with our branded partners to 
deliver scalable solutions will be key to the success 
of this initiative.

Another challenge we have is how we communi-
cate brands to customers. While we seek new brands 
to add to our extensive portfolio of brands, we look 
for new and innovative ways to communicate the 
value of the national brands we already carry. We 
will increase brand exposure by leveraging vari-
ous media channels, Facebook, EXTV, tabloid and 
e-commerce. Coinciding e-commerce 
and brick-and-mortar national brand 
events will deliver a consistent, seam-
less message. 

But the push for national brands 

$5 assortment will be expanded and feature more 
tank tops, T-shirts, casual tops and shorts for both 
boys and girls.

Using the Store-in-Store (SIS) format and others 
will help us to support the strategic initiative of in-
tensification of national brands. In Hardlines, we plan 
to add two new brands — Samsung electronics and 
Beats headphones — into an SIS format in early 2013. 
Many others will follow as we seek to establish new 
programs to support this very successful concept. 

The Consumables Division is also hard at work 
initiating changes to respond to our customers’ 
lifestyles. Our Beauty Bar concept features many 
famous cosmetic brands, such as the recent addi-
tions, bareMinerals, Jack Black for men, and many 
other of the hottest beauty brands. This fills a need to 
reach our younger customers with brands that reso-
nate with them. As a result, brands featured in our 
Beauty Bars have produced phenomenal results. We 
will continue to seek out brands to add to this very 
successful program. 

Launched in late 2012, our Nail Bars are generating 
a lot of excitement in the stores. This concept brings to-
gether nail implements, nail color and other grooming 
basics and additional national brands. Early sales re-
sults indicate that our customers love this new concept. 

Additionally, the repositioning of the Express 
Stores will be a major focus in 2013. This initiative 
will include optimizing the assortment in Express 
stores to be more in line with our customers’ wants. 
We know that military shoppers have a very demand-
ing lifestyle, and we want to help them by providing 
meal solutions for every part of their day. A rework 
of product assortments will ensure we are meeting 
that need and that we are in line with the latest in-
dustry trends. 

Snack Avenue is a targeted growth area in Express 
stores. Last year’s test of the Island Cooler resulted 
in a 24-percent sales growth in same-item sales over 
2011. Based on this success, we will expand this pro-

Middleton said that an 
active lifestyle has al-
ways been essential to 
military customers, and 
that the Be Fit initiative 
is in line with who Ex-
change customers are 
and how they live. travis 

AFB, Calif.
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