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During Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 
Baton Rouge-based Associated 
Grocers (AG) did just about every-

thing right. When the storm plowed through, 
the company’s 600,000 square foot facility 
never lost power. In Katrina’s aftermath, AG 
employees worked diligently around the clock 
to ensure that those affected by the storm, 
including friends, family and neighbors had 
access to the water and ice they needed to 
survive and to essential food and household 
items they’d need to rebuild.

But in the months that followed, the 
region lost much of its workforce, as former 

John Gillespie, senior vice president at Associated 
Grocers, explains how the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina led his organization to rethink its business 
priorities and employee relations
Written by Emmet Cole and produced by James McCann

How Associated Grocers 
continues to grow in 
the aftermath of crisis

residents relocated and many evacuated 
employees never returned. As the area recov-
ered, an already tight employment market 
felt the pinch even more as the local labor 
force was enticed to help in the rebuilding 
effort. Even fast food joints were offering 
$12 an hour to refill the labor void. The 
ensuing shakeup exposed deep flaws in AG’s 
employee systems.

“Prior to the storm it wasn’t much better, 
and the ‘Twin Sisters’ only aggravated the sit-
uation,” says John Gillespie, AG’s senior vice 
president of Distribiton and Transportation. 
“In any time of duress, all your systems are 
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taxed to the max. So if we had any systems 
that needed attention, Katrina and Rita only 
accelerated the need to address the issues.”

Gillespie says that the company had 
neglected its employees in four essential 
areas of didactic information: what employ-
ees needed in order to do the job, what 
the company expected from them, what’s 
happening around the company, and gauging 
how disconnected employees felt. The storm 
also exposed a need for better supervisor 
training and communication.

The problem, according to Gillespie, was 
that the company, which distributes grocer-

ies to more than 220 stores in Alabama, 
Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas, did an 
excellent job focusing on customer service, 
but did not devote enough resources to 
ensure that its employees’ needs were 
addressed. “We could send a truck an extra 
50 miles to deliver special orders, but we 
were not delivering that same level of atten-
tion to the folks who loaded the cucumbers 
on the trailer,” Gillespie says. 

“Up until a few years ago our corporate 
mission was ‘the success and survival’ of 
the independent retailer. After 50 years in 
business we changed that to ‘success and 

John Gillespie and the AG training team 
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support’ of the independent retailer. Since the 
storm, we have devoted much more energy 
to the employee’s quality of life.”

So with the help of Supply Chain consult-
ant firm SSA Consultants, the company 
conducted a close examination through 
employee surveys, feedback and critical 
review. AG began constructing a new, com-
prehensive system for employee management 
and communication. The result, inspired by a 
poem Gillespie gave at the company’s annual 

driver’s banquet, was a project Associated 
Grocers calls PARAKEET.

The PARAKEET Project 
The P stands for “Plan” and the A for 
“Acting,” says Gillespie, who describes these 
aspects as “all of those standard clichés 
about getting it together and following up on 
what you say you’re going to do.”

The R is “Recognize,” explains Gillespie, 
who believes that companies too often 
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Label Products Inc 
Since 1952, Label Products Inc (LPI) continues to provide dedicated account management and is production respon-
sive to changes in customer demand. LPI respects the critical balance between quality, efficiency and economy. 
Its labels produce reliable scans that regulate inventory and generate sales. From pick, shipping, receiving or product 
labels, LPI material meets or exceeds standards and performs reliably in extreme environments. 
LPI is dedicated to top-of-the-line equipment to maximize productivity and efficiency. The company listens when 
customers communicate and strives to achieve customer loyalty which is the key to its success. 
AGBR communicated its goals, specific challenges and successes every step of the way.
Its straight-forward communication, treating LPI as a trusted partner in its success, made responsiveness to its rap-
idly changing needs possible. The mutually loyal relationship made the difference in its many successes. 



MARCH 2008 execdigital.com

admonish employees for doing wrong without 
ever recognizing what’s done well. The 
company wants to create a focus on doing 
the right things when no one is looking, and 
hopes its employees will recognize the team 
effort needed to foster such attitudes.

A is for “Assist”: Associated Grocers is 
encouraging its leaders to listen, understand 
the entire issue, and then assist in every pos-
sible way. “We often tend to offer solutions 
or excuses before listening to the whole prob-
lem,” Gillespie says. “Very often, if we took 
the time to listen we’d learn that an issue 
may have nothing to do with work, but rather 
with a situation in an employee’s private life. 
We actually offer a training session on how 
to handle issues outside of work.

“�We wanted to come 
up with a better way 
to train, and give 
them clear path for 
career opportunities” 
- John Gillespie 


