
‘Challenges can be a 
catalyst for ideas and 
innovation, and we are 
seizing that opportunity 

to find new solutions. Our 
workforce shines most 

when challenged.’
— Cindy Whitman Lacy, 
Director, Marine Corps 

NAF Business and Support 
Services Division

 E and C News: You have never been one to 
shy away from grabbing the bull by the horns. The 
past few years have presented you with quite the 
challenge — sustain a dividend and a viable retail 
operation while troop strength downsized dramati-
cally, tobacco cessation and price parity took hold, 
and alcoholic beverage restrictions kicked in. We 
understand MCX plays the hand it is dealt; what 
was at stake here and how are you and the team 
pulling through?

Whitman Lacy: My new role affords me the op-
portunity to look at our organizational strategy with a 
broader lens. After meeting with the senior leaders of 
the organization to understand our challenges, I realized 
that it is time to rethink our current service delivery 
model, which was defined in the 1980s.

We are developing a plan to ensure our structural, 
cultural, and operational components are aligned, not 
only so they can influence one another, but also so they 
can act as a catalyst for change. Equally important is not 
just deciding what priorities to say “yes” to, but what to 

say “no” to, or at least “not now.” 
In this tough f iscal environment, it’s about 

balanced budgets with secured funding streams, 
whether nonappropriated funds (NAF) profits or 
appropriated funds (APF). This focus on budget 
disciplines will allow us to make the best financial 
decisions for today’s Marines and families, and 
those who will come behind them. Our unique 

organizational construct gives us the capability to 
think about priority requirements and funding these 
requirements as a whole.

We have definitely been impacted by shopping be-
havior changes, as well as the end-strength reductions, 
recruiting shifts, and actually most specifically, military 
training shifts. 

We have looked to introduce growth in our busi-
nesses, such as introducing a new strategy with sports 
nutrition, enhancing fresh food offerings and healthy 
food options, as well as providing additional options 
on the food bars in Marine Marts. All of these have a 
positive impact on our environment. 

We recently added 20 new food items to our Better 
4 U Planogram. These snack items are less processed, 
have fewer calories and less fat. The water category now 

E and C News: Your pride and passion for the 
Corps, and your sincere motivation to serve Marines 
and their families, has always been apparent. Please 
tell us what has inspired you this year as director of 
Marine Corps Exchange (MCX) and the NAF Busi-
ness and Support Services Division?

Cindy Whitman Lacy: Working for a service as bril-
liant as the Marine Corps excites me every single day. I 
am humbled to lead our organization, and am more excited 
than ever about our future opportunities. 

Our organization has had two of the most challenging 
years I can remember. We truly hit an inflection point of 
the perfect storm. Our organization is not immune from 
budget constraints and appropriated funds (APF) reduc-
tions as we transition to a post-wartime environment and 
a drawdown in our end-strength, but we have also seen 
challenges in our top-line sales. 

Challenges can be a catalyst for ideas and innovation, 
and we are seizing that opportunity to find new solutions. 
Our workforce shines most when challenged. 

Anticipating and Delivering What 
Marines and Their Families Need

Cindy Whitman Lacy, Director, Marine Corps NAF Business and Support Services Division

Whitman Lacy

The MCX’s forward strategy is about gaining 
market share, despite declining end-strength, 
by focusing on the “Core Marine” — personnel 
under 24 years of age — and meeting their 
needs where they work and where they live. 
Where it all begins for East Coast recruits: 

MCRD Parris Island, S.C.

Marine Corps Nonappropriated Fund (NAF) Business and Support Services 
Division Director Cindy Whitman Lacy is guiding the Marine Corps Exchange 

(MCX) through perhaps the most challenging period it has ever faced. The retail side 
of the enterprise is emerging from a perfect storm of force reductions, budget con-
straints, tobacco sales declines and price parity, and restrictions on alcohol sales. As 
the turbulence subsides a little, she and the MCX team are seeing fresh sales growth 
in mission-relevant health and nutrition subcategories, and are determined to seek 
new opportunities and efficiencies — and to build a new service delivery model to 
not only weather adversity but also to thrive in its aftermath.
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providing a much stronger service delivery. We are 
projecting a $12-million efficiency or expense offset 
when completed.

One of the most important strategic initiatives 
for MCX over the next several years will be re-
capitalizing and branding our Marine Marts. Our 
Marine Mart Masterplan analyzed 88 locations and 
identified recapitalization needs totaling approxi-
mately $72 million. 

Our strategic planning process and commitment 
to build balanced budgets based on secure funding 
streams will ensure that the bulk of our future re-
capitalization investment is prioritized to take care 
of our existing infrastructure before building new 
facilities. Renovation and refresh projects will be 
the priority over the next five years, and our recapi-
talization strategy includes the disciplines to escrow 
funds to support the costs of these out-year projects. 

We are also proud of our work towards healthier 
lifestyles and how enthusiastically it has been received 
in our stores. Our Better4U healthy food concept 
in our Marine Marts has gained traction and sales 
growth by making healthy options readily available 
to our patron. 

We currently are expanding the program through-
out the MCX in sporting goods, fitness equipment 
and other departments.  

Based on the performance of the MCX stores in 
the Healthy Base Initiative (HBI) efforts, MCX has 
been selected to participate in planogram, endcap 
and POP testing for a sister initiative to HBI that is 
currently underway called Project on Nutrition and 
Wellness (PNW). 

PNW, along with initiatives associated with the 
Association for Convenience and Fuel Retailing 
(NACS), is part of a movement to create a major 
shift in demand for healthier foods across not only 
the convenience store sector but also in the grocery, 
restaurant and school environments. 

NACS is supporting this initiative by involving a 
cross-section of convenience stores in testing concepts 
developed by the Cornell University Food and Brand 

accounts for 12.8 percent of total sales versus 12.2 
percent last year and has overtaken carbonated soft 
drinks (CSD) for the first time ever. 

Marines are choosing healthier options. One of 
the businesses where we have made great strides is 
in Sports Nutrition. We partnered with Eurpac to 
be our “category captain” for our Sports Nutrition 
business, and the results have been very positive. We 
now have an industry leader helping to make sure our 
assortments are meaningful, and more importantly, 
we are first to market with newness. 

Year to date through August, our sales have in-
creased nearly 5 percent. The biggest category of 
growth has come from our “Protein to Go” (nu-
trition bars) classification, up 20.9 percent, which 
is a healthy, convenient grab-and-go item, which 
we know is very important to the “Core Marine,” 
which I will explain in more detail shortly. These 
initiatives have mitigated some of the declines, but 
have not completely offset the traffic changes due 
to end-strength reductions.

Our forward strategy is about gaining market 
share, despite declining end-strength. By focusing 
on our “Core Marine” — those under 24 years of 
age — we believe that we can hit new satisfaction 
levels by first truly understanding Marines’ needs 
and then meeting those needs where they work and 
where they live. Our competitive advantage is at the 
intersection of our capabilities and Marines’ needs. 

We are looking to introduce growth in our busi-
nesses. For example, we are rolling-out a new strategy 
with sports nutrition to enhance our fresh food of-
ferings and healthy food options on the food bars in 
Marine Marts. Although these initiatives have helped 
to mitigate some of the impacts, we must continue 

these mitigation efforts in the face of further end-
strength reductions.

Our work with the Office of the Secretary of De-
fense (OSD) Military Community and Family Policy 
(MCFP), along with the highly talented consultant 
support from Altitude Inc. and PKF Consulting USA, 
has been instrumental in supporting our strategies 
of focusing on the Core Marine, and pushed us to 
new thoughts about using mobile applications to 
link and optimize communication, convenience, and 
loyalty across all lines of business. 

The future focus will be on providing the most 
capable business programs we can, and balancing 
capacity with an accountability expectation that, “If 
we choose to do it, do it well!” Therefore, we must 
ensure our programs are relevant and efficient, and 
we must operate our revenue generators understand-
ing the science of business. To be successful and 
sustainable, we must be able, and willing to change 
— to anticipate and to dominate. 

We also have been working with the J. Walter 
Thompson Advertising Agency to develop an internal 
and external communication strategy. We understand 
that brilliant branding is not just about an external 
image but also about a branded internal culture. 
As such, we intend to mature our brand to the next 
level. The endgame is to provide relevant products, 
programs and services with convenience and clear 
value propositions.

E and C News: What are any new initia-
tives and new store renovations you have on 
the drawing board or are about to roll out, to 
ensure MCX is a compelling value proposition 
and destination of choice for Marines and their 
families? 

Whitman Lacy: Of all of the MCX initiatives 
currently in progress, the regional distribution center 
initiative is something that we have been anticipating 
for quite some time, and it is now coming to fruition. 

Transforming our supply chain to streamline in-
ventories, gain efficiencies in processes and provide 
visibility and reporting to manage the business is 
our top priority across all divisions. Providing the 
merchants and replenishment analysts the capabil-
ity of managing inventory more efficiently will 
positively impact sales and margin — ultimately 

Sports Nutrition is one of the areas where MCX has 
made great strides. Whitman Lacy says the exchange 
service is being helped by its category captain, to 
ensure its assortments are meaningful, and help the 
MCX to be first to market with new items. MCMWTC 

Bridgeport, Calif., Marine Mart.
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‘The future focus will be on 
providing the most capable business 

programs we can, and balancing 
capacity with an accountability 

expectation that, “If we choose to 
do it, do it well!” Therefore, we 
must ensure our programs are 

relevant and efficient, and we must 
operate our revenue generators 

understanding the science of 
business.’

— Cindy Whitman Lacy, 
Director, Marine Corps 

NAF Business and Support 
Services Division

EXCHANGE and COMMISSARY NEWSOCTOBER 2015

MARINE CORPS Q&A



reset, as opposed to how we historically have devel-
oped policies and programs, is indeed expeditionary. 

Rethinking our total service delivery model is 
getting at the heart of the real question we need to 
be asking: “What do our Marines and families need 
most from us?”

Through 2015, we are really looking at brands 
and businesses that get us “first” to the military 
market. For example, we are revamping our con-
temporary ladies’ brand portfolio to appeal to our 
modern customer who appreciates great fashion at 
a value. We are challenging our buyers to be more 
aggressive by going after brands and businesses that 
are trending strong, whether that is expanding our 
current portfolio or replacing areas of sales declines 
with what is trending outside the gate. 

Finally, I would be remiss in my comments about 
being “expeditionary” by not talking about our Ma-
rines, who provide critically important exchange and 
morale, welfare and recreation (MWR) services in 
forward-deployed environments. They are why we 

exist and will always be my inspiration and my true 
honor to serve those who serve our nation so well. 

E and C News: How about the Department 
of Defense (DoD) and the Marine Corps — have 
you spoken with the Commandant yet? What 
could you candidly tell leadership is necessary 
to be able to sustain the MCX mission at home 
and downrange, and a healthy dividend to MWR/
MCCS?

Whitman Lacy: We are fortunate to have very 
engaged leadership and governance over our pro-
grams, and they have been instrumental in advancing 
numerous transformation initiatives. 

Additionally, we are very clear as an organization 
that the integrated Marine Corps Community Services 
(MCCS) model is the right construct for the Marine 
Corps. The synergies of the combined organization, 
coupled with our integrated back-office support, is 
very effective and efficient, and helps to sustain a 
stable MWR dividend that is based on Commandant 
of the Marine Corps’ priorities to meet mission.

E and C News: Consolidation talk has 
resurfaced again. On this concept, what are some 
of the ideas that conflict with the business and 
the mission, and are there any ideas that make 
good mission and business sense? What kind of 
cooperative efforts make mission sense and busi-
ness sense to the MCX and the Marine Corps? 

Whitman Lacy: Today, cooperative efforts 
happen as a matter of routine discourse between 
the exchanges. It is simply embedded into all our 
conversations and business models. 

Collectively, we can do better in articulating 
the “goodness” stemming from these cooperative 
efforts, and I value the relations I have with the 
other exchange leaders. There are always new op-
portunities that come along every day, and we will 
always be open if it truly benefits the Marine Corps. 
Looking at policies and barriers that prohibit the 
expansion of cooperative initiatives is something 
we are exploring now. 

E and C News: Is there anything else you’d 
like to add that we haven’t covered?

Whitman Lacy: The future for MCX and our 
integrated organization is going to be bold, account-
able, and connected. Our vision is to be the iconic 
business force of the Armed Forces. 

To aspire to this vision, we will need to anticipate, 
instead of looking over our shoulder, and dominate 
in all we do.  —E and C NEWS

Labs to test sales and behavior impacts with specific 
merchandising changes — to planograms, endcaps, 
signing, etc. — in test stores on MCB Quantico, Va., 
and MCB Camp Pendleton, Calif. 

There will be specific merchandising changes 
that we will be testing during a four-to-six week 
timeframe, which kicked off in late September.    

Our military patrons are consistently more and 
more knowledgeable about the products they are 
shopping for before they enter an MCX facility. 
They research the items they desire online and at 
times, know the specs and the performance of the 
item. This certainly drives us to ensure our sales 
associates and sales managers have a good depth 
of product knowledge in their toolbox. 

To that end, we continue to focus on enhanced 
product education and training so that our associates 
are the subject matter experts — and therefore, the 
ones our customers can trust. Providing these op-
tions for our sales associates has been a focus of our 
team over the year, and will continue to be a focus.  

E and C News: MCX rolled out an “essen-
tials at cost prices” program. Which companies 
have supported this and how have Marines and 
their families responded to it?

Whitman Lacy: Our Xtreme Value Program has 
had the support of many of our vendor partners, and 
we thank them for working to get the best cost price 
possible! Our approach is identifying the items that 
are most important to the Marine customer, and 
ensuring we provide the best value possible. These 
items continue to be top performers.

E and C News: Do you get to speak with 
industry leaders and front-liners much, and do 
they understand MCX’s pain points? Conversely, 
does MCX understand industry’s pain points, and 
is there a healthy dialogue you can tell us about? 

Whitman Lacy: We always prioritize participa-
tion in industry events like the American Logistics 
Association (ALA) Congressional Caucus and the 
Armed Forces Marketing Council (AFMC) annual 
meeting. We are also highly engaged with the Na-
tional Retail Federation (NRF) and NACS. 

We believe true success comes with true partner-
ships with industry. We are privileged to have so 
many leaders in our industry that share the genuine 
interest in doing our collective best to serve our 
military community. 

As we mature structure and discipline in our 
business processes, we will establish a vendor re-
lationship manager position that will be focused on 
communications in both directions. 

E and C News: MCX has said it is “ex-
peditionary” in retail as well as in mission. Is 
that still true? Who are some of your expedi-
tionary supplier-partners? Who are some your 
long-standing supplier partners who have really 
supported you in the trenches?

Whitman Lacy: Our expeditionary strategy is 
utilizing “new think” to integrate lines of business 
which are typically compartmentalized, in a unique 
service delivery model. Leveraging patron loyalty, 
based on how Marines and families live, work and 

‘Today, cooperative efforts happen 
as a matter of routine discourse 

between the exchanges. It is simply 
embedded into all our conversations 

and business models.’
— Cindy Whitman Lacy, 
Director, Marine Corps 

NAF Business and Support 
Services Division

Whether in Hawaii, Japan, CONUS or elsewhere, an 
integrated Marine Corps Community Services (MCCS) 
and Marine Corps Exchange model has proven itself to 
be the right fit for the Marine Corps mission. Synergies 
of the combined organization and integrated back-
office support help to sustain a stable MWR dividend.
MCX retail, food and services combine at the MCB 

Camp Pendleton, Calif., main store.
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