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IRI has expanded its Growth Insights thought-
leadership offering to include C-Suite 
Conversations with CPG and retail industry 
leaders. The goal of the dialogue is to 
share the value we find in connecting with 
business leaders to learn from their boots-
on-the-ground experiences, and to share 
best practices so that our industry thrives. 
COVID-19 continues to impact the shape 
of the CPG demand curve, with consumers 
changing how, what and where they purchase. 
As critical as data and analytics are to the 
decisions we make every day, and as focused 
as we are on shopper behavior and changing 
demand for the products we make and sell, the 
insights we learn from executives navigating 
this environment are invaluable. Available as a 
videocast and as a podcast, here we feature 
an edited version of IRI’s conversation with 
Stuart Aitken, the newly named chief merchant 
and marketing officer of The Kroger Co. 

Stuart’s most recent role was dual, both senior 
vice president of alternative business and CEO 
of 84.51°, Kroger’s analytics subsidiary. His 
ties to retail run deep, with leadership roles at 
both Safeway and Michaels Stores. Here Stuart 
shares his journey globally and to grocery 
retail, that doing good for grocery retail – and 
beyond – is part of Kroger’s mission, and how 
data and analytics are helping speed progress 
at the world’s largest supermarket retailer.

www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/publications/csuite
www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/publications/csuite
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/csuite4 
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/insights/podcasts/krogers-blueprint-for-caring
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IRI: Tell us about your experiences and a memory that comes to 
mind as you’ve traveled the world in a variety of roles.

Stuart Aitken: I’ve lived in multiple continents and learned a few 
lessons. The lessons have ultimately led to who I am as a 
leader today. When I was living in South Africa as a young 
child it was during apartheid, and that taught me an awful 
lot about race issues. Then moving to Scotland, I’ll never 
forget one of the first questions a kid asked me was whether 
I supported Rangers or Celtic.

And what was interesting about that is that they weren’t 
asking me if I supported either one of those teams, but 
rather if I was a Protestant or Catholic, and there was a 
massive rivalry there. The learning from that is regardless 
of who you are, the color of your skin, the god you worship 
or not, we all have dreams. We all have desires. We all 
have wishes for a better life for our kids, for our family, our 
friends. We are not different from one another, which brings 
me to where I live today – America. I very much appreciate 
the icon Maya Angelou, who said: “We are more alike, my 
friends, than we are unalike.”

LEADERSHIP
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For me, that’s who I am. It is how I like to lead and how I think 
about people; how we are one and not different. Living on 
all of these continents has taught me a lot, and I’m massively 
appreciative of it. 

IRI: Having been in the grocery industry for a long time, what 
about it keeps you inspired? What’s exciting about the roles 
that you’ve played and ultimately now play?

SA: When I first entered the grocery industry, I did it via 
technology. My first job was as a lecturer. I taught artificial 
intelligence back in the early ‘90s, when machines were 
going to take over the world. Maybe it will happen one day? 
From there, I got into programming and worked in Silicon 
Valley as a programmer. That’s ultimately how I ended up 
getting into the IT side of things and working for Safeway.  
My first job in grocery was in technology, and what I saw was 
this vastness of data. And so, from a grocery perspective, it 
was all about the data and then the stories behind the data.

What blew me away was the vast amount of data we had — 
the volumes of it, the speed at which it was coming in, and 
our ability to see stories in the data. It was a truly unique 
time. And today, I still go back and leverage what I learned 
back then. Think about the frequency at which customers 
come to us, what they come to us for and the trust that they 
endow to us. 
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IRI: We’ve talked a lot in this environment of diversity, equity 
and inclusion. We have focused on the value of diversity of 
thought and how having a diverse organization will help 
us connect with people around the world — the different 
generations, the different styles, and different needs. How do 
you think this impacts business?  

SA: I think diversity of thought makes for a better organization. It 
makes for a better team; it makes for better partnerships. It’s 
important to have diversity around the leadership table and 
also around your team, and your partners, to ensure that you 
have that diversity of thought.

ASSOCIATES

 DIVERSITY OF THOUGHT MAKES FOR BETTER ANSWERS.  
It makes for more complete solutions for customers and associates.
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IRI: The way organizations can help our communities the most  
is by giving all people an opportunity. How do you ensure 
that happens? 

SA: I couldn’t agree more. With 450,000 associates at Kroger, 
we have a unique opportunity to serve our associates as 
much as we do to serve our customers and, in turn, our 
communities. We have to do it in a way that we are genuinely 
delivering on what it is our customers want and need. 
Our slogan today is much more than a slogan of Fresh for 
Everyone. It doesn’t matter who you are or where you live,  
we believe in delivering on that promise to our customers 
and our associates.

IRI: In the past six months, how have you changed your personal 
routines around the pandemic? How has that shifted the 
leadership style that you’ve had to employ? And how have 
things changed in meeting the needs of consumers as you 
look through the data?

SA: I’m a glass-half-full kind of a guy. The personal side of the 
pandemic I actually see as a bit of a blessing. I can honestly 
say I’ve not spent so much time with my family and especially 
my kids. I have a son who attends university and a girl in high 
school. I feel lucky I’ve gotten to spend so much extra time 
with my kids. So how do I leverage that? I think we have to 
look at this crisis in terms of what good can come out of it. 
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From a business standpoint, I believe that we can change 
incredibly quickly. The speed of decision making, the 
massive amount of change we endured both from customers 
coming to us, associates coming to us, the need for safety, 
how quickly we put those measures in place was nothing 
short of phenomenal. And the business coped with it. Seven 
days a week, our senior officer team was on call, making 
decisions on Sunday that we pivoted and changed on 
Thursday because the environment had changed. 

We were always talking about 10-year cycles, but we’re not 
living like that now. We were living in 10-day cycles at one 
point during the pandemic. Maybe we’ve extended that to 
10-week cycles right now, but the belief that we can change 
with our partners, with our associates, and for our customers 
is there. And that’s a monumental change. 

From the data aspect, yes, the data is streaming in incredibly 
quickly. But you have to listen to customers, too. It’s not just 
about the quantitative data. You have to have the qualitative, 
also, which comes from multiple sources. 

We learned from social media and from our associates. We 
were genuinely listening to associates, taking that feedback, 
and adapting our principles and our go-to-market strategy 
based on what they needed. 

From a business perspective, THERE’S A BELIEF NOW THAT WE 
CAN MOVE, ADAPT AND CHANGE with the speed of customers.
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IRI: In your new role, how do you think about the pace and 
speed of change? What are the priorities around the new 
parts of the organization you’re leading? And how are you 
thinking about maintaining that pace of change when you 
have such a large organization to lead? 

SA: Maintaining that pace of change is good, but we can’t burn 
out everybody. We were 24-7 and that was insane. But it 
was awesome from a collaborative standpoint, a teamwork 
standpoint. We built unbelievable camaraderie during that 
timeframe. That will endure, I have no doubt. 

But why did the company believe these things would take 
a year in the past? It’s the old things, the legacy mindset: 
“That’s not the way we’ve done it in the past,” or “Let’s test 
and learn first.” We didn’t have time to test and learn.  
We didn’t have time to see if something worked. We had 
to make decisions, and that was OK because we knew we’d 
make some wrong decisions. 

COLLABORATION

Being OK with MAKING THE WRONG DECISION WASN’T OK IN 
THE PAST, but it’s OK now.
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That’s the organization I want to be a part of. It is the organization 
that I am a part of today, what Kroger is. We learned that we 
can run this way long term, not just during a pandemic.

IRI: You can make most decisions with 80% information, and that 
frees you to move much quicker. Would you agree that most 
decisions are reversible and this strategy is sustainable? 

SA: The days of waiting for a decision to be 99% accurate are 
gone. We were making decisions with only 40% to 50% 
data at the outset of the pandemic. And for the most part, 
we made great decisions. Looking at the incidence rate (of 
contracting COVID-19) of our associates versus the areas in 
which they operate was paramount for Kroger. Ensuring the 
safety of our associates was, first and foremost, a priority. 
And ensuring the safety of our customers at the same time. 
We were making those decisions based on very, very little 
data. And we made mistakes, don’t get me wrong, but I was 
proud that as we made those decisions and saw that they 
worked, we started writing a blueprint. It was the blueprint 
for the opening up of America. 

The reason we created the blueprint speaks to who we are 
as an organization — a living entity that cares about people, 
cares about our community, regardless of whether it’s 
competition or not. Putting that blueprint out and sharing 
everything from our signage that we used to tell customers 
to please wear masks to how we let our customers know how 
we were social distancing, to the principles we had around 
our manufacturing and our DCs. Then we shared it with 
restaurants, with other grocery stores. 

WE CAN PIVOT FROM A WRONG DECISION QUICKLY. And we 
can learn to be an adaptive organization, one that can test and 
learn incredibly quickly. FAIL FAST, LEARN QUICKLY, AND GET 
THAT FEEDBACK LOOP COMING.

Globally, WE HAD PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS 
DOWNLOADING OUR BLUEPRINT TO REOPEN. One, to help 
the economy, but more importantly, to help save lives. And I 
think that’s inherently what pulls people together and speaks to 
who Kroger is as an organization.
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IRI: The safety of Kroger employees, and then the customers 
that visited the stores, was paramount. That your incidence 
rate was lower amongst your employee base than in their 
communities is a telling statistic. Employees didn’t really 
have the option to stay at home and do their jobs like some 
of us do. How do you respond to that level of responsibility?

SA: Every single grocer faced the same issue, which was: How 
to protect those people that drive your business? And for 
Kroger, it was paramount that safety comes first. And we 
realized because we were tracking the data, what we were 
putting in place was working for our frontline associates. 
Rodney McMullen’s thought next was: “How do we share this 
with the world?” That was the genesis of our blueprint for 
reopening and how restaurants could use it. You see some 
of these things in place today, and it is fun to walk into a 
restaurant and see an image that was downloaded from the 
blueprint. Obviously, in Cincinnati, we see a lot of that, and 
it’s very rewarding. Even more valuable is knowing we’re 
keeping our associates and customers safe.
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IRI: What are you seeing as the most significant shifts in your 
customers’ behaviors? And what are the ones that you think 
will last?

SA: Well, it’s probably no surprise to you that one of the big 
significant changes we’ve seen is online, and the migration 
and speed at which our customers are adopting online. Pre-
COVID-19, our online shopping demographic was younger, 
many with young kids at home. And today, it’s much more 
ubiquitous if you look across demographic lines. And the 
speed at which that happened was just incredible. 

The other things we noticed in behavioral changes are the 
need for convenience and the need for safety. We noticed 
customers had a very narrow perimeter that they would travel, 
and they also wanted to get everything they needed in that 
one shop. The number of retailers that they were shopping 
reduced almost in half. And it allowed us to invite customers 
into categories they weren’t purchasing with us before. 

CUSTOMERS 

That becomes our opportunity to retain customers and KEEP 
THEM IN OUR ECOSYSTEM WHILE MAINTAINING THAT TRUST 
ASPECT AROUND SAFETY. 
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I believe that will be in the consumer psyche for many, many 
months, if not years to come. This isn’t going to change any 
time soon. 

IRI: Do you see any patterns in the online style of the consumer? 
Do you see shoppers leaning toward pickup or delivery?  
Will it sustain as we move out of the pandemic? 

SA: From a mix standpoint, both pickup and delivery increased 
dramatically. From a customer standpoint, they were much 
more comfortable — again, for safety reasons — picking 
up their groceries themselves. Don’t get me wrong, both 
increased dramatically, but the pickup was without question 
the preferred method. These were customers who maybe 
never used pickup before. Though we still see these 
customers coming into stores to purchase an item or two — 
perhaps that they forgot, or that they would prefer to pick 
out themselves. But they’re in and out a lot faster. 

IRI: How does your recent announcement of a digital 
marketplace support your strategy? 

SA: As every grocery retailer and retailer is, we’re continually 
assessing how we strategically leverage our online footprint 
to meet customers’ needs. We recently announced our 
partnership with Mirakl. Essentially, we’re broadening 
Kroger’s ship-to-home capabilities by offering relevant 
products to our customers through existing partnerships. 
And, most importantly, with reputable third-party sellers. This 
fall, we will be able to further build that out with offerings in 
things like natural and organic products, international foods, 
specialty items, housewares and toys. We’re truly broadening 
our portfolio for customers. We’re excited by this, and we 
want to ensure that we keep these elements current and up 
to date. The marketplace will allow us to do this. Then, how 
do we differentiate in the marketplace space? We believe 
our loyalty rewards will enable us to differentiate and deliver 
on exactly what our customers want. Our data also will allow 
us to personalize those experiences and help customers.
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IRI: You used to look at your stores as a destination, not just for 
shopping but for dining. What are consumers looking for 
now from the physical store itself?

SA: In the short run, unfortunately, many full-service restaurants 
have taken the brunt of pandemic closures. And what we see 
in the behaviors right now is that customers are looking to 
replicate their favorite meal or experience from restaurants 
with food at home.

Another example would be what we’ve seen around 
breakfast — sitting down and having breakfast as a family; it’s 
not just dinner anymore. So, in the breakfast categories, we 
see incredible growth there as well. Customers are looking 
for new ways of having breakfast. 

Also, we see indulgent moments becoming important as 
people are coming home and having an adult beverage, or if 
they’re at home, having that adult beverage with a significant 
other. Also recipes — perfecting that banana bread. These 
indulgent moments are where we see changes in customer 
behavior and needs that we’re looking to fulfill in unique and 
different ways. They are areas where we’ve seen significant 
growth in our business. 

WE ARE CURRENTLY LOOKING AT THOSE TRENDS AND 
SEEING IF WE CAN HELP DELIVER ON THOSE EXPERIENCES 
THAT THEY ARE YEARNING FOR. Although restaurants have 
opened, many customers are still afraid to go out and frequent 
restaurants — so how do we serve that need? 
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IRI: How are you thinking about leveraging your supplier 
partnerships to remake the grocery store experience in the 
next six to 12 months?

SA: Partnerships are developed in crises and, obviously, we’ve 
all had to lean on one another incredibly through this crisis. 
Just think about line extensions and whether or not those line 
extensions were necessary during the pandemic — they weren’t. 

Think about the impact that has on the shelf and how we 
then need to roll over into those other spaces to provide 
space for that product when it comes in. Partnerships are 
truly developed during this time, and I’d love to see us 
continuing to work on that two-way sharing of information, 
of data, of learnings, such that when we go to market, we 
go to market as one and not with two different strategies. 
It’s one strategy trying to serve one purpose, which is 
the customer. I’m personally, in my new role, looking 
forward to building and creating these partnerships 
and new, innovative ways of truly understanding where 
the consumer psyche is and how we partner a little 
differently than we have in the past.

IRI: Larger organizations don’t natively pivot as fast, especially in 
partnerships. How are you changing that mindset? 

SA: You’re exactly right. We don’t, none of us do. And then you 
rely on the old excuses of legacy systems getting in the way; 
this thing’s getting in the way; that thing’s getting in the way. 
They didn’t get in the way during the pandemic, let’s not let 
them get in the way going forward. We can focus on thinking 
differently, a little more creatively, just like we did over the 
last five months. 

THERE WERE VERY CLEAR NORTH-STAR ITEMS that we had 
to get out to our customers, and our CPG partners saw that and 
started focusing their lines on those items. And THAT TWO-WAY 
DIALOGUE WITH US WAS PRICELESS.
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IRI: How do you inject the speed of information and decisions 
to serve the consumer, and what impact could that have on 
changing the Kroger organization? 

SA: Injecting data is relatively easy for me. But how do we get that 
data in the hands of the decision-makers — all the way through 
the organization? Too many decisions are made too high up 
in any organization, and you need to start pushing that down. 
The way you do it is through technology and by empowering 
people to make decisions throughout the organization and 
not discouraging the team when we make mistakes. What 
we’ve just learned through the pandemic is to adapt, to 
change, and to pivot if we see we’ve made mistakes. 

As for marketing and merchandising, marketing is all 
about getting your message out there. Merchandising is 
about delivering on that message and executing against 
it. Bringing the two together allows us to truly focus 
that message and what it is you’re trying to convey. For 
Kroger right now, it’s all-around Fresh for Everyone because 
we genuinely believe in delivering on a fresh product to 
all of our customers. We see that as a true differentiator 
for us, and we will continue to drive that. Marketing and 
merchandising together can truly deliver. 

IRI: When shoppers order online, they wonder if they’ll get the 
same level of fresh that they would pick themselves. Do you 
see that phenomenon as part of the execution as people 
migrate online?

SA: I think we are helping those who have fears realize that the 
product comes from the same place — the exact same shelf 
that the peach was picked from is where they would have 
picked their peach. The fear factor is: “Oh, they’re picking 
the item at the bottom.” We teach our pickers: “How do 
you pick the item that you would pick? And if you see an 
item that you wouldn’t pick, put it aside.” That’s part of the 
training. That fear factor is going away and it was a rapid 
transition for many of our customers to realize. 

That’s our biggest opportunity with data — EMPOWERING 
PEOPLE AT THE RIGHT LEVEL and making sure the right data is in 
front of them. 
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IRI: Being data-driven, do you survey your consumers to make 
sure that their perception of fresh is equal or better in the 
new channels as it is in the grocery experience they have had 
over the generations?

SA: Exactly! We survey all of our customers regularly to ensure 
that our freshness level is up to their expectations. And then 
we share that data with our divisions, with our districts, with 
our individual stores, so that they know what their customers 
think about the freshness that we deliver. We also know what 
aspects are essential to customers around fresh. They are 
variable depending upon the commodity. Ensuring that the 
quality aspects that matter most by commodity are delivered 
to our customers helps that freshness standard as well.

IRI: 84.51° is an organization that you’ve been involved in and 
is, in many ways, the envy of the retail environment. As you 
think about the Kroger organization, how do you think the 
role of 84.51° changes over time and becomes more of a 
strategic asset?

SA: We all live in an unbelievably competitive environment 
today. There are very few who would argue that the need for 
data, the need for science and quick decision making is not 
a competitive advantage. And even during the pandemic, 
the need for data to pivot and change has been paramount. 
There’s no question that we missed certain trends. There 
was an underground market for yeast at one point, and we 
missed out. But how do you pivot and get after that really 
quickly? How do we catch them in the future? 

We also know that perfect data just doesn’t exist. 

It creates a partnership between the data and the individual 
who’s running a category, who’s running a department, who 
understands a commodity, who understands the customer. 
It’s that partnership of machine and human coming together 
that I believe will genuinely be a differentiator for us. There’s 
an art and a science that comes together in category 

But that competitive advantage with SCIENCE AND DATA 
COUPLED WITH SOMEONE WHO’S UNBELIEVABLY 
PASSIONATE ABOUT THE CATEGORY THAT THEY’RE RUNNING 
IS CRITICAL. It’s the combination of the two that makes us 
incredibly powerful. 
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management that I believe will be a massive differentiator for 
Kroger in the future. Merchants are amazing to me. I watched 
them; I listened to them. I’ve been learning for years from 
them, and that art is something special. Now when we bring 
that art and science together, I think we’ll create something 
quite magical at Kroger.

IRI: Any closing thoughts on the consumer and the future of 
Kroger as an organization?

SA: 

One of our visions is to feed the human spirit. And if you 
think about that as a guiding light, as a vision for our 
future, we do that both literally and figuratively. That’s 
something unbelievably special. It’s what attracts me to this 
organization, and to the people working in the organization, 
because an organization is nothing without its people. We 
are everything because of our people.  

For our frontline associates, THE GRATITUDE WE OWE THEM 
AND THE APPRECIATION WE HAVE IS JUST ENORMOUS. 
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Let’s continue the conversation. We  
invite C-Suite leaders to share their 
perspectives on the changing CPG  
retail demand curve in an upcoming 
episode of Growth Insights. Please 
contact your IRI representative or 
email us. 
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