
E & C News: Your commissary career began in 1985 with the Air Force 
Commissary Service (AFCOMS), and you have been with DeCA from the 
very beginning of its existence. Who have been some of the key influences or 
mentors in your career at DeCA?

Tracie Russ: It’s hard for me to name just a few who have influenced my 
career, because there are many and they vary from the personal guidance and 
support of my parents, husband and family, to the professional influences of 
our customers, team members and executives. I have worked with many great 
people — we have a great mission that attracts great people — and I appreciate 
the interaction, inspiration and encouragement I’ve experienced throughout 
my career and look forward to our continued success.     

E&C News: What aspects of your experience in the organization have 
most shaped your readiness to take on the challenges of your new position?

Russ: My experiences working in the command group, as an executive 
assistant and then executive officer to the deputy director, and most recently 
leading the director’s “Vision Team,” provided me with unique opportuni-
ties and insight in understanding the many challenges we face as an agency. 

These experiences have helped me understand the approach we must take in 
meeting these challenges, while always maintaining focus on our mission of 

delivering a vital commissary benefit to our most deserving customers — the 
men and women of our armed services.                   

E&C News: You recently stood up DeCA’s Shopper Insights Division. Where 
does this initiative currently stand in its work? How is DeCA leveraging both its 
own and industry information sources? 

Russ: Leading the director’s Vision Team gave me an ideal perspective as 
to why the division was created in the first place. Ultimately, a key compo-

nent of DeCA Director and Chief Executive Officer Joseph Jeu’s vision 
is to ensure we “understand our customers and deliver a 21st-century 

commissary benefit.” This means that as the military evolves and 
their shopping needs change, we must identify those changes 
and ensure that their commissary benefit remains relevant to 
them. Therefore, once DeCA established the Shopper Insights 
Division, my staff and I already understood the significance of 
the director’s vision. And, yes, we “hit the floor running” by 
leveraging Facebook, Twitter and other forms of social media 
to help gain a better understanding of our customers and their 
shopping trends. 

To concentrate our efforts, we established five focus ar-
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The full gamut of commissary positions she has held — from 
cashier to store director, to commissary management spe-

cialist, to executive assistant and business development director 
— have all in some manner shaped and prepared Tracie Russ 
for her present role as director of the Defense Commissary 
Agency’s (DeCA) Business Development Directorate.

According to Russ, these experiences have given her “unique 
opportunities and insight” into leading the Business Develop-
ment Directorate and its e-Commerce and Shopper Insights 
divisions — headed by Gordon Jones and Mark Simpson, re-
spectively — as they seek to identify the changes, and provide 
the solutions that will ensure the commissary benefit remains 
relevant to its patrons in the future …

DeCA Business Development Directorate Director Tracie Russ believes that the 
market exists for DeCA to gain potential additional sales derived from better shop-
per insights, and Internet ordering, as well as increased accessibility for patrons.
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eas: social media and customer engagements, consumer awareness, 
demographics, branding and retail innovations. Through these focus 
areas, we expect to “talk” to our customers in the venues they populate 
online, using various social media strategies to engage them about their 
commissary benefit.

Engaging our patrons online offers a different, more spontaneous 
perspective from the quantitative demographic information available to 
the agency from various sources, to include the Defense Manpower Data 
Center (DMDC), our Commissary Customer Service Survey (CCSS), 
various industry members and The Nielsen Co. Of course, this data is 
collected in different ways for different purposes — and that’s fine. 
We need the quantitative data from these sources to help shape our 
specific methods of engaging our patrons online; it’s of tremen-
dous value to us.  

That being said, we also see a significant amount of quali-
tative information available to us under the existing cus-
tomer comments program and in our social media space. 
Our customers are talking to us daily on Facebook and 
they talk about us on Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, vari-
ous blogs and other social platforms. We must continue 
to go where our customers go online and use those 
social media venues to enrich our knowledge of what 
they value about their commissary benefit. Customers 
expect retailers to meet their service expectations, and 
our customers deserve it.   

E&C News: You also recently established DeCA’s e-
Commerce Division. How large do you feel this area can 
grow in the military environment? 

Russ: The e-Commerce Division was established to explore 
and deliver Internet shopping capabilities — a service that’s growing within the 
grocery landscape. Today, there are more than 130 grocery retailers representing 
more than 11,000 storefronts that have implemented some form of e-Commerce 
through either Internet ordering, information-based mobile applications or mo-
bile-device ordering. Of this total, more than 100 of these grocers offer Internet 
ordering for their consumers.  

Online grocery sales have steadily increased since the middle of the last 
decade. According to Nielsen, eMarketer and other research reports we have 
seen, online grocery shopping more than doubled between 2006 and 2010, go-
ing from 1 to 2 percent, and is expected to double again to 4 percent by 2014. 
The industry projects online grocery sales could reach as high as 10 percent of 
overall grocery sales by 2017. In terms of how large e-Commerce could be in 
the military environment, military shoppers expect the same services as other 
shoppers. Given that the average age of our military member is 28 and since 
military members are technology savvy, we can achieve results equal to industry 
averages, if not more.

For commissaries, the market is definitely there for potential sales and increased 
accessibility for our patrons, so we plan to test Internet ordering with curbside 
service at three stores — initially at Fort Lee, Va., and later, in phases, at Travis 
AFB, Calif.; and at Offutt AFB, Neb. The purpose of the test is to: (1) determine 
if we can successfully and effectively operate e-Commerce in our high-volume 
store environment without affecting service levels to existing customers; (2) mea-
sure customer acceptance by seeing if we are able to achieve e-Commerce sales 
growth comparable to the growth being experienced in the commercial grocery 
sector; (3) assess whether we attract new patrons into the commissary, or whether 
current customers are shifting their purchase patterns from conventional in-store 
shopping to the new Internet curbside service; and (4) evaluate the cost and labor 
associated with expanding this service to other commissaries. We plan to operate 
the test for a year, evaluate the return on investment and then make a decision on 
the role e-Commerce will play for DeCA.

With respect to challenges, we expect the usual challenges associated with the 
rollout of a new project. Our intent is to use a commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) 
software package; our goal is not to “DeCA-tize” or change the COTS product, but 
instead use processes and practices already being used in retail. By doing this, we 
can deploy the package faster and more economically than anything we’d have to 
spend man hours and funds to customize. We know there are many pieces and parts 
of the project, and it’s worth navigating through a measure of the unknown to take 
our delivery of the commissary benefit to the next level that our patrons deserve.

E&C News: Are there any other initiatives your directorate is working on that 
you can tell us about?

Russ: Brand strategy is another initiative we’re working. DeCA has contracted 
with Wall-to-Wall Studios, an integrated branding firm headquartered in Pittsburgh, 
Pa., to review the commissary brand and develop a brand strategy — a plan that 
will build the commissary brand and help maintain relevancy of the commissary 
benefit to our customers. This plan should give us a clearer picture of the steps 
needed to achieve our brand goals in a method that’s efficient and cost-effective. 
Our Shopper Insights Division is working with Wall-to-Wall and will be respon-
sible for monitoring the successful implementation of our new brand strategy 
throughout the agency. 

We are also working initiatives to automate our CCSS and our Customer Com-
ment programs to make them more efficient and less labor intensive, allowing us to 
be more responsive to our customers, and helping us capture insights more quickly. 

Another priority is the Guard and Reserve On-site Sales Program, and we are 
focused on delivering these events in the most efficient, cost-effective manner 
possible. Last year, we tested an Internet pre-order/pre-pay system that allows 
authorized shoppers to order and pay in advance for product and later pick up at 
Guard and reserve on-site sales. The test was successful, so this year we’re im-
proving the system to make it more user-friendly and expanding its use to more 
Guard and reserve sales. 

 We’re also interested in delivering a mobile application that commissary 
customers can use to assist them in planning their shopping trips. Features of this 
DeCA app could include a shopping list with prices, promotions or specials, and 
a store locator with store information. In the future, the mobile application could 
evolve into using a mobile device to scan and place an order.  

E&C News: Is there any message you would like to convey to DeCA personnel 
and suppliers about fiscal 2013?

Russ: Last year, Mr. Jeu and our executive leaders established a new vision 
for the Defense Commissary Agency:  “Understand our Customers and Deliver a 
21st-Century Commissary Benefit.” The importance of achieving this vision can-
not be overstated. Customers are changing the way they shop, and it’s important 
for us to understand these trends, develop insights and make business decisions 
that support maintaining our relevancy in the marketplace.  —E and C NEWS
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DeCA Business Development Directorate Director Tracie Russ, with Mark Simpson 
(behind Russ on left) and Gordon Jones, heads of the Shopper Insights and 
e-Commerce divisions, respectively. The team has “hit the floor running,” Russ said, 
by leveraging demographic information and social media to better understand 

patrons and their shopping trends.
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