
Exchange personnel immerse them-
selves in their categories to better 
understand the market and the 
trends that emerge with these ar-
eas. Here, AAFES personnel visit an 
apparel factory to help gauge its 
offerings. Participating from AAFES 
in this meeting (clockwise from left) 
were Ana Middleton, then vice pres-
ident (VP) of Main Store Hardlines 
in the exchange service’s headquar-
ters-based Sales Directorate (SD) 
and now SD senior vice president 
(SVP); Alicia Scott-Ross, VP, Main 
Stores-Softlines Division, and since 
retired; Chief Operating Officer Mi-
chael Howard; and Dale Bryan, then 

SD SVP and since retired.

A lthough the rough economy continued to 
impact sales during the busy 2010 holiday 
period, the Army & Air Force Exchange Ser-

vice (AAFES) considered the season something of 
a success, and looks to the 2011 holiday season for 
more positive sales strength.

Ana Middleton, senior vice president (SVP) of 
the exchange service’s headquarters-based Sales Di-
rectorate (SD), told E and C News, “The Exchange 
had a successful holiday season, with flat sales dur-
ing a period when many of its competitors had nega-
tive sales.” She added that holiday sales represented 
20 percent of annual total sales for the Exchange. 

BUSINESS TRENDS
According to the SVP, among the industry trends 

that affected business on the retail operations side 
were earlier and more dramatic efforts to win the 
2010 Black Friday business on Nov. 26, the day af-
ter Thanksgiving. Although this did not push sales 
beyond the “flat” level, Middleton said these efforts 
helped to make what potentially could have been an 
overall down period into something more positive. 

“Black Friday events were scheduled weeks prior 
to Thanksgiving, and some stores also chose to open 
earlier for the actual Friday event to include open-
ing the evening before at 10 p.m.” she noted. “This 

shift in selling strategies is expected to continue to be 
fluid for the 2011 holiday season, and the Exchange 
is more than up to the challenge.”

Other trends shaping AAFES’s holiday business 
during 2010 included dramatic price increases on 
cotton clothing, which affected softlines sales, as 
well as shifts in the electronics market. 

“CDs and DVDs continued to decline as that tech-
nology is being replaced by on-line downloads and 
streaming, while the convergence technology shift is 
being felt across the board,” she observed. “Tablet 
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PCs took off for the fourth quarter while traditional 
non-integrated component technology fought for 
business. The television market, as well, is shifting 
toward smaller units for bedroom use combined with 
saturation in the primary set category. These trends 
will continue to impact the market for 2011.” 

Planning Process — 
Teamwork and Preparation

The Army & Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) believes it has the right formula 
for ensuring that the upcoming 2011 season is successful — and it begins with the 

planning process.
Sales Directorate Senior Vice President (SVP) Ana Middleton said, “the planning process for 

fourth quarter begins with a good analysis of the prior season to incorporate lessons learned, and a 
financial trend analysis for sales and margin to determine the financial plan for the season,” 

the planning process is a team effort among buyers, planners, allocators, replenishers, and logisit-
ics impact team members, as well as industry and installation partners. “Item and category perfor-
mance needs to be balanced with an understanding of the demand trend forecasts for the future to 
help determine where strategic investments in inventory can be placed to maximize the season,” she 
continued. “this analysis must then be tempered with store information to include troop movements, 
store renovations, etc., to help arrive at the optimum forecast.” 

the teamwork aspect continues as the exchange service formulates its holiday assortment.
“the purchase process for Exchange clothing exclusive brands begins at least nine months out, 

to review samples for product and develop a business plan for logistics, monthly requirements and 
terms,” Middleton said. “Product quality issues are also worked out to ensure strict quality standards. 
At the conclusion of this process, store orders are processed four months prior to delivery.”

For other categories of merchandise, the SVP said holiday buys are often finalized before the end 
of the first quarter. “the Exchange buyers aggressively analyze the market to identify trends for the 
upcoming season to make sure the assortment is on target. their job is to stay immersed in their 
category by watching the competition, researching news and data, analyzing trade journals and at-
tending markets so that they know what will be hot and in demand for the season.” 

When assortments are determined for the season, Middleton pointed out that product is also 
planned for promotional activity, either as supplemental orders of regular assortment items or special 
purchases to support specific events. 

“Weekly tabloids are worked in conjunction with the Marketing Directorate Sales Promotion team 
to strategize each event,” she said. “those created strategies are communicated to the stores to ex-
ecute the marketing plan developed through the seasonal procurement process being described.”
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Teamwork and Preparation
he Army & Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) believes it has the right formula 
for ensuring that the upcoming 2011 season is successful — and it begins with the 

Sales Directorate Senior Vice President (SVP) Ana Middleton said, “the planning process for 

Impact planning teams, like this one at AAFES 
headquarters, Dallas, consist of a buyer, planner, 

replenisher and allocator. Participating in this 
meeting were (left to right) Danielle Pelland, 

Katie Daffer, Michael Labin and Amanda toledo.

HOLIDAY MARKETING PLAN
Middleton reported that the sales plan for 

AAFES’s fiscal 2011 fourth quarter is $1.7 billion, 
with 43 percent of that total in hardlines and 44 per-
cent in consumables.

“Meeting those sales projections will require that 

the Exchange provide an exciting and dynamic mar-
keting plan that is fully engaged by our business part-
ners for product, price and promotional support in a 
mutual effort to grow the market basket,” she said. 

The SVP said that for the 2011 holiday season, 
“this dynamic marketing plan strategically incorpo-
rates the latest hot product trends along with a store 
execution plan intended to delight the customer.”

ELECTRONICS
Even in a slower economic environment, elec-

tronics is a destination category for the exchange 
service, and Middleton said she expects this area to 
continue to be a strong traffic driver, “while our cus-
tomers can be safe in their knowledge that the Ex-
change will have great products and prices.” 

Industry-wide, tablet PCs are a hot item, “and it’s 
no surprise that this area is expected to be a strong 
category for fourth quarter, with more brands and 
choices to appeal to a broad audience,” Middleton 
said. 

Building upon this popularity, she noted that a 
greater Exchange emphasis on bundling will be in 
force. “This will help propel sales for accessories to 
be added onto drivers and grow their basket, which 
offers the customer a product solution in a self-ser-
vice package. New signing and bundling devices are 
now available to quickly grow this opportunity for 
those suppliers who wish to support special bundle 
pricing.” 

To this end, she said the new “Patrionics” brand 
of electronic accessories will also help the Exchange 
compete “with very appealing quality and price of-
ferings.”

TOYS
Along with electronics, Middleton said toys were 

another potent department during holiday 2010, with 
a 27-percent growth in advertised toys. 

“Prospects are strong for more growth during 
holiday 2011,” she explained. “Better selection, 
along with an even better third edition Toy Book, 
will help drive the category.”

SOFTLINES
Softlines is always a strong area during the holi-

day season, and Middleton noted that the promo-
tional strategy for 2011 will be “to offer category 
and supplier discounts in lieu of item-driven special 
buys. This will help drive brand awareness in cloth-
ing and be a strong driver to grow sales.”

Strong softlines subcategories include shoes, 
which she said “will be dominated by boots for fall, 
and the Exchange will help drive boot sales with 
‘door buster’ pricing,” and handbags, where “the 
brand strength of Coach Handbags will also be lever-
aged with promoted discounts to help drive traffic.”

JEWELRY
Purchasing jewelry for loved ones during the hol-

iday season never goes out of style, and Middleton 
said AAFES’s jewelry department “will be ramping 
up activity” for the 2011 holiday season with revital-
ized assortments and greater emphasis on advertising. 

“A price-point emphasis will help drive the val-
ue message, while more silver will be offered as an 
alternative to the rising price of gold jewelry,” she 
explained. 

—Continued
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CHANGING PROMOTIONAL LANDSCAPE
Middleton said that the promotional landscape is changing. New technolo-

gies and new ways of doing business will be in place for the upcoming holiday 
season which will help to get the word out while making customers more knowl-
edgeable about what the exchange has to offer.

“Product information availability, in the form of QR codes read by smart 
phones, will help customers make their selections,” she said. “Suppliers that 
work with the Exchange to incorporate this rapidly growing technology for 2011 
will be the sales winners in the fourth quarter, capitalizing on this competitive 
advantage.”

In addition, “Social media is hot, and the Exchange Marketing Team is le-
veraging some highly interactive postings on Facebook to spread the word on 
what’s new and gather customer feedback for improvement,” Middleton said. 
“Customers are also connected via signing up for instant messages on their fa-
vorite Exchange topics.”

—E and C NEWS

Partnering with Industry 
For Best Year Ever

In order for the holiday marketing plan to succeed, the Army & Air Force 
Exchange Service (AAFES) and its vendor partners must be on the same 

page, supporting the same goals during this busy period of the fiscal year, ac-
cording to Sales Directorate (SD) Senior Vice President (SVP) Ana Middleton.

“the Exchange partnership with the vendor community is a valuable 
resource to the military customer, and the support offered is very much ap-
preciated,” Middleton said. “the partnership between AAFES and its vendor 
partners is all about teamwork and the continued opportunities available. 
Enhancing this synergy represents an exciting opportunity help make 2011 
the best year ever.”

the SVP said there are considerable opportunities to optimize this re-
lationship during the remainder of fiscal 2011 including the holiday time 
frame. One such opportunity is that “the vendor community can help by 
sponsoring in-store events, and by offering special and bundle opportunities 
to leverage pricing into growth,” she explained, adding that another oppor-
tunity exists in the expansion of QR code product information. 

“A vendor partnership to help grow QR code product information market-
ing will help the Exchange offer a competitive advantage for 2011,” she noted. 
“Developing that product knowledge database, and enabling it to reside on a 
vendor Internet server, will enable rapid access via smart phone on product-
specific sales information. With smart phone market penetration exceeding 52 
percent this year, those that provide this service will make the sales.”

Middleton mentioned that quality and timely product information and 
faster communication are a major opportunity area, “helping to speed 

product to market and helping make sure that the right product is in 
the right place and early. this partnership can also be enhanced 

by looking at how in-store representative feedback reports 
can be utilized to help the Exchange identify opportuni-

ties for better execution.” 

faster communication are a major opportunity area, “helping to speed 
product to market and helping make sure that the right product is in 

the right place and early. 
by looking at how in-store representative feedback reports 

can be utilized to help the Exchange identify opportuni

Once items go 
through the full 

planning process, 
they can be placed 
in displays and on 

the sales floor, such 
as these softlines at 
tinker AFB, Okla.
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