
healthier foods has 
also manifested itself in PatriotCafés, where speed 
of service is crucial. “Meals made fresh and fast are 
very important to our cafés,” she said. “To address 
our growing business and increased foot traffic, we 
launched a new SimplyToGo program in February 
2015. Our assortment focuses on a variety of rotat-
ing salads, sides and sandwiches that include fresh 
fruits and vegetables in convenient and contemporary 
packaging.”   

MISSION, PRIORITIES
Summing up, Gottlieb said, “Today, being healthy 

is something everyone wants to do, and the healthy 
category will continue to grow.  

“Suppliers are responding to consumers’ percep-
tions and behavior by providing ‘Better-for-You’ 
options. Customers are choosing a ‘NO’ message 
of no gluten, no artificial flavors and no GMOs. 
Customers are snacking healthier and hydrating 
more frequently.” 

Gottlieb said that the VCS stands by its mis-
sion with its healthy 
assortment of “provid-
ing reasonably priced 
merchandise on a daily 
basis to all customers 
in the PatriotStore. 
Our vendor commu-
nity partners with 
VCS to ensure we of-
fer the best product at 
the most compelling 
prices.  Special promo-
tions typically feature 
a ‘Compare At’ price 
so guests are able to 
take advantage of the 
savings.”
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Food, beverages and candy have been on a roll 
for the Veterans Canteen Service (VCS), and 
along with this, VCS buyers are sourcing to meet 

patrons’ preferences among both established and 
emerging food subcategories, including a greater 
variety of what the organization calls “Smart Choices.”

“We love to say NO — no MSG, no gluten, no 
GMO, no artificial colors, no added sugars and no 
added preservatives,” said Caryn Gottlieb, VCS senior 
merchandise manager and buyer, food and beverages.  

“These are some of the properties that are defin-
ing today’s healthier choices with the consumer,” 
she continued. “The retail consumer is snacking 
more often and forgoing that candy bar and choosing 
healthier bars from Kind, Goodness Knows and Think 
Thin. They are also saying ‘yes’ to dark chocolates 
and heart-healthy nuts like almonds.”

VCS YTD Fiscal 2016
Food, Beverage and Candy Sales

With Percentage Change 

  PERCENT
ITEM YTD FY16 SALES CHANGE 
Food  $9.4 million +4.0% 
Beverages  $6.7 million +4.0%  
Candy  $5.4 million +2.0%

Note: Through May 2016. Source: VCS

FOCUS ON HEALTHIER EATING 
Gottlieb noted that in PatriotStores, more emphasis 

has been put on “Better 
for You” choices dur-
ing 2016. “Often times, 
healthier choices are 
grouped together in ad-
vertising and called out 
with our new ‘Better 
for You’ logo.  Mov-
ing forward, VCS will 
select specific ads to 
feature only ‘Better 
for You’ consumables 
and forgo the candy 
and chips that are so 
often featured.”

Healthier eating is 
not only the domain of 
PatriotStores. “Our Pa-

triotCafés continue to focus on the ‘Smart Choices’ 
program as defined by our dietician,” said Renee 
Claypool, the VCS’s director of Food Operations. 

“Labeling food items in the café with ‘Heart 
Healthy,’ ‘Cal Smart’ and ‘Gluten Aware’ helps en-
courage guests to make the healthier choice, which 
is key to the newer generation of Veterans and VA 
employees dining with us each day,” Claypool added.

Gottlieb said that helping patrons identify healthy 
choices “is truly a team effort.” She noted, however, 
that “much of the burden is on manufacturers to post 
correct information about their products. Nutritional 
information is labeled on all packaging in retail and 
vending.” Claypool added that in PatriotCafés, all 
menu items are labeled with caloric information.

With the increasing availability of healthier choices 
in VCS venues, Gottlieb said, “There has been a 
large response, including growth in the meat snack 
category. Most recently, they have become avail-
able in chicken and turkey flavors. Meat snacks are 
also available in gluten-free and all-natural options, 
making this a better choice.”  

Meat snacks’ demographic appeal is also expand-
ing. “Women are also indulging in meat snacks due 
to their softer chew and healthier options,” Gottlieb 
said. “New brands such as Lorissa’s Kitchen really 
appeal to the female demographic.”

Another area that is trending upward is health 
bars, which Gottlieb said is a growth category for 
VCS. “Our customers are choosing energy bars like 
Clif and Power Bar or they are snacking on bars like 
Kind, Atkins or Brookside,” she explained. “These 
items can be found on a ‘Health Snack’ planogram 
along with other key items like Snapea Crisps, Skinny 
Pop and Special K Cracker Chips.”

Gottlieb said that newer “healthier” products added 
to the assortment include protein drinks and juices 
from Bolthouse Farms, Naked Juice and Nesquik 
Protein Plus. “These drinks fulfill our ‘NO’ mes-
sage, are high in protein, can be all-natural, contain 
little-to-no sugar and just taste good!” she explained.  

Another newer product to the VCS store assort-
ment is Duke’s Smoked Shorty Sausages, “which 
have expanded flavors, fulfill our ‘NO’ message, and 
are sure to be a hit with our customers.”  

In snacks, Gottlieb said, “Popcorn continues to be 
a healthy favorite,” and selections from Skinny Pop 
and Sinfully Thin help fulfill the popcorn shopping 
preference of many VCS patrons.

Claypool said that the increasing popularity of 

‘Mission’ Meets ‘Healthy’
At PatriotStores, PatriotCafés
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Gottlieb Claypool

The VCS launched the “Simp-
lyToGo” program in February 
2015 at a number of its ven-
ues, including at the Houston, 
Texas, PatriotStore. The displays 
feature rotating salads, sides, 
beverages and sandwiches.
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VCS Healthy Foods


