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This is an edited version of IRI’s Growth Insights C-Suite Conversations,  
featuring Stuart Aitken, chief merchant and marketing officer, The Kroger Co.,  
talking about his journey to grocery retail, Kroger’s mission, and how data and 
analytics are speeding the transformation of the grocery industry.

IRI: Your grocery journey. 

SA: When I first entered the grocery industry, I did it via 
technology. My first job in grocery was in technology 
at Safeway, 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.

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. 

IRI: Diversity in the workplace.

SA: 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. Diversity of thought makes for better 
answers; it makes for more complete solutions for 
customers and associates.

IRI: Impact of pandemic on leadership style.

SA: 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. There’s a belief now 
that we can move, adapt and change with the speed 
of customers. 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 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. 

IRI: Maintaining that pace of change.

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 had to make decisions, and didn’t have time to test 
and learn, and that was OK because we knew we’d 
make some wrong decisions. Being OK with making 
the wrong decision wasn’t OK in the past, but it’s OK 
now. 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. 

IRI: The lower incidence rate among your employee base 
compared to their communities is a telling statistic. 

SA: 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 and other businesses could use it. You 
see some of these things in place today. 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: Changing consumer behavior.

SA: 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. 

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. That becomes our opportunity to retain them 
and keep them in our ecosystem while maintaining 
that trust aspect around safety. 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: How does your recent announcement of a digital 
marketplace support your strategy? 

SA: 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 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.

IRI: The future of the physical store.

SA: Customers are looking to replicate their favorite meal 
or experience from restaurants with food at home. 
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? 

IRI: Supplier partnerships. 

SA: 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. 
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: How does that change the Kroger organization? 

SA: 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. So that’s 
our biggest opportunity with data — empowering 
people at the right level and making sure the right 
data is in front of them. 

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. 

IRI: Role of 84.51°.

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