
‘Just like the VA, [VCS] is here to 
serve Veterans, their families, 
and VA employees. As the VA 

transforms to a customer service 
culture from a process-oriented 
one, VCS will not only maintain 

our customer service excellence 
values, but continue to discover 
new paths to exceed customer 

expectations.’

— James Leahy, chief operating 
officer (COO), Veterans Canteen 

Service (VCS)

On what characterizes today’s VCS …

James Leahy: We come in contact with over 5 million 
customers each month in our stores, cafes and coffee 
shops, which gives us the honor to deliver benefits earned 
and services deserved to our Veterans each and every day.  

We are committed to providing the highest level of 
customer service to our patrons and continue to follow 
the same values as an integral part of the Department 
of Veterans Affairs (VA). The “ICARE” principles — 
Integrity, Commitment, Advocacy, Respect and Excel-
lence — are part of our culture.

Just like the VA, we are here to serve Veterans, their 
families, and VA employees. As the VA transforms to a 
customer service culture from a process-oriented one, 
VCS will not only maintain our customer service ex-
cellence values, but continue to discover new paths to 
exceed customer expectations.

On VCS’s challenges and top priorities …

Leahy: Among my top three priorities, as I move 
forward leading our 3,600 associates across the country, 
is to ensure we have an engaged and high-achieving 
management team as retirements impact my corps of 
managers. 

Over half my management team is within five years 
or less of retirement, which reflects the demographics 
of the general public. The “baby boomer” generation 
— those born between 1946-64 — which totals about 
75 million Americans, has 250,000 members turning 
65 each month over the next 10 years.

We have to have a robust, competitive and exciting 
recruitment strategy to replace many of our managers, 
who will be retiring as the entire country deals with the 
same demographic reality.

Recruiting, training and retaining is the single great-
est challenge for VCS as it is for our competitors in the 
next five years.

In addition, we have mechanized our retail business 
and vending businesses, and we are embarking on the 
systemic upgrade of our food and coffee businesses 
and the expansion of our retail business online. Over 
the next three years, we are investing time, talent and 
financial resources into improving our customer expe-
rience by the information technology (IT) investment 
in our business units. This is an ongoing journey, not a 
targeted destination.

Lastly, we have to ensure our sustainability as a non-
appropriated entity, by being agile, adaptable and open to 
new revenue opportunities, while also facing the reality 
of a rising pay scale and benefits expansion across our 
workforce that must not grow faster than our revenue.  

We are seeing double-digit personnel cost growth 
in a few labor markets which is a headwind we must 

V eterans Canteen Service (VCS) Chief Op-
erating Officer (COO) James Leahy has a 

broad comprehension of what makes the VCS 
tick, both operationally and in retailing terms, 
having previously served as its chief merchan-
dising officer and most recently as associate 
director of field operations. His nearly 40-year 
career path, which has traversed both the civilian 
retail and government service sectors, is part of 
what helps Leahy keep his perspectives open on 
harnessing the change that continues to pervade 
retail, services and government, and catalyzing 
it into useful initiatives for the VCS and the VA. 
Evolution is not optional for the organization, 
because, similar to the exchanges, the VCS is a 
non-appropriated entity which, Leahy says, must 
be “agile, adaptable and open to new revenue 
opportunities.” 

In September, Leahy spoke with E and C News 
about the “ongoing journey” the canteen service 
must take as it continues to evolve as a 21st 
century retailer, dedicated to serving patients, 
caregivers and their families with excellence. 

‘GIVING BACK’ 
To Patrons and the VA

Veterans Canteen Service Chief Operating Officer (COO) James Leahy

Leahy

In addition to supply chain and technology efficiencies, PatriotStores such as this one at 
St. Louis Mo, and new PatriotStore&Café combination facilities, are pushing ahead into 
a new era of timeliness to market with trend-right merchandise and a fresh, branded 

décor and appearance package. Year-on-year sales have continued to climb. VCS PHOTOS
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24/7 timely support given the nature of the business.  
VCS is only as good as the vendors and partners 

it does business with, and we have been successful 
these last eight years because of the great vendor 
partnerships we have established in the military 
resale channel.

On the schedule for new stores,  
renovations, community-based 

outpatient clinics (CBOC), 
and rebranded facilities …

Leahy: With so many retail renovations under 
our belt and another 11 to bring to grand openings 
before the end of the fiscal year, we have made some 
impressive changes like no other year in recent history.  

The new look in our retail operations, with a more 
comfortable shopping atmosphere, has created such a 
positive effect on our customers and employees. We 
increased aisle widths, moved popular merchandise 
to make it easier to shop, and increased grab-n-go 
items for convenience. In addition, we implanted 
a new marketing package with directional signage 
and content marketing. 

We have enhanced the customer experience by 
reducing the density of merchandise, allowing for a 
speedier shopping experience, and providing better 
in-store communication through enhanced marketing.

In our café dining environment we have updated 
over eight locations this year, with over 30 in the 
works for fiscal 2016. These remodels will include 
contemporary enhancements to our food concepts 
and seating areas, transforming the dining experi-
ence for our guests.  

Coupled with the new décor, VCS will introduce 
new food concepts offering unique and creative recipes 
designed to promote a healthier lifestyle.

As VA continues to expand in rural areas and 
provide more clinics for outpatient services, VCS is 
given opportunities to develop and implement new 
business opportunities, such as PatriotStore&Café 
combos, and the standalone “Café ToGo” concepts. 
Rebranded from our traditional PatriotBrew, the new 
Café ToGo concepts has an offering from all of our 
business models to include coffee, convenient lunch 
options and a small selection of retail consumables.

Since 2010, VCS has expanded into 21 CBOC 
locations with another 10 planned over the next two 

face in the next three-to-five years. How we offset 
that growth is through mitigating supply and other 
general cost, while driving new revenue with exciting 
promotions, in-demand merchandise and expanded 
operating hours. 

On other key initiatives VCS is work-
ing on into fiscal 2016 that are 

important for patrons, caregivers 
and the VA … 

Leahy: We have some new and exciting proj-
ects that are currently being worked to enhance our 
sales, efficiencies, business processes and overall 
customer service.  

Our ongoing and very successful retail “New 
Look” project has really proven successful, with 36 
retail renovations through the end of August and 50 
by the end of fiscal 2015. Our goal is to have 100 
stores converted to the new retail look by the end of 
fiscal 2016. The new retail look provides a warmer, 
brighter and cleaner — less cluttered — shopping 
environment along with a more efficient merchandise 
layout for ease of shopping. New enhanced in-store 
marketing tells the story of the VCS, and the role 
we play in the VA, to our customers and visitors.

We have added new coffee shops, which takes 
our count close to 150 locations, which we market 
and sell under the “We Proudly Brew Starbucks” 
banner. This has been a great partnership with this 
iconic American coffee brand. We plan on expanding 
coffee shop hours later this fall by offering services 
until 8:00 p.m. in about 55 of our medical centers.  

In addition, we have begun several other projects, 
such as Asset Protection for targeting shrink; an 
e-Commerce solution benefiting VCS authorized 
customers to shop online; a robust marketing service 
allowing VCS to better communicate with our cus-
tomers electronically; and expanding our outreach 
efforts to all Veterans enrolled in VA healthcare. 

Other projects include a customer loyalty program, 
an updated point-of-sale (POS) software system, and 
a new logistics program to allow better visibility and 
reporting in conjunction with our freight manage-
ment capabilities.

On recent sales increases and how 
VCS hopes to continue its recent 

sales success …

Leahy: Three things have contributed to our suc-
cess as an organization: leadership, communication 
and strategic focus. We have very high expectations 
individually and as an organization which stretch 
us to achieve industry-leading sales, while always 
understanding that we — as a self-sustaining re-
tail entity with no appropriation — must always be 
mindful of mitigating costs, while increasing sales.

We have a fantastic, highly motivated, very 
competitive team of senior executive leaders with 
experience garnered from work in many aspects of 
the business community, along with the government 
and military sectors, who are driven to be the best.  

It starts with our region managers, who oversee 
about 14 locations each, and are on the road three 
weeks out of four, along with a creative, competitive 
and driven team of divisional chiefs — running our 
retail, food, finance, marketing, business support, 
IT, engineering, human resources (HR) and audit 

business units — who challenge the status quo and 
push hard for improved results.

Between the VCS Central Office (CO) in St. 
Louis, Mo., and our field, we have the best team 
of business leaders who challenge each other and 
move with a great urgency adapting to the dynamics 
of our retail business.

Our communication with each other, and as an 
organization, has improved greatly over the last few 
years. There is greater transparency, clear expectations, 
and an opportunity for all levels of the organization 
to have a voice in our strategy and initiatives. 

We are big believers in soliciting feedback from 
the field before rolling out new strategies from the 
CO. We include many field and CO personnel on 
steering committees to enhance the product we are 
striving to develop and create, and we pick each 
other up when we fail, not falling into the culture 
of pointing fingers and laying blame. 

This is the single biggest cultural change that 
has propelled VCS to our business success. We are 
not afraid to take some reasonable risk.

Lastly, we place a great deal of importance on 
the process, which gets impacted by policy changes, 
external entities as well as internal entities.  We 
always ask ourselves if we deploy a specific process 
change, how it would impact our customer and our 
field organization. 

We are very judicious and selective in imple-
menting policy changes, as they have significant 
impact to the field.

On the role that manufacturer rep-
resentatives, broker partners and 

distributors play in VCS’s success …

Leahy: Our vendor partners play a critical role, 
providing the best possible assortment and prices 
to our customers. Timeliness to market, trend-right 
merchandise, and competitive prices are key com-
ponents to providing the products and services that 
our customers have come to expect and deserve.

It’s important to note that our vendor partners 
not only provide the right merchandise at the right 
price, but also assist VCS’s efforts to “give back” 
to Veteran programs.   

Many of our vendor partners support VA’s Na-
tional Rehabilitation Events — including National 
Vitamin, Carex, JWM, K&S Unique, Oscar Mike, 
Grunt, Sony, Get Marketing, Marketing Plus, Sharp, 
LG (O’Rourke), Samsung, Frito-Lay, and U.S. Sales 
— give back to Fisher House (Acosta), provide new 
pianos to various medical centers (Unilever), as well 
as donate time for retail remodels and medical center 
improvements — including National Vitamin, U.S. 
Sales, Marketing Plus, and Nestlé.

We also have engaged, responsive, and customer 
service-oriented business partners who play an im-
portant role in our success each and every day. 

In today’s world, technology is the backbone of 
our business and keeps us thriving. If the POS sys-
tem goes down and the vendor needs to resolve the 
issue, it is imperative we receive an urgent response 
in order to continue providing our customers the 
ability to purchase the products they want and with 
the desired payment method.

With e-commerce now a part of everyday life for 
many people, our customers will expect availability 
at all times, and it will be critical that we receive 
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to ask that you continue to keep your prices low so 
we can pass those savings onto our Veterans and 
their families.  

Punctual and timely delivery of holiday merchan-
dise for the “golden quarter” — the fourth quar-
ter — is a key to our retail success and continued 
partnerships, so we can continue to “give back” to 
the VA community.

Our associates are passionate, hard working and 
committed to excellence, being the first in contact 
with our Veterans, to ensure their shopping and din-
ing experience exceeds their expectations. 

I am proud to lead and work alongside a dedi-
cated group of VCS associates, and look forward 
to the coming years in providing new and exciting 
opportunities for our Veterans, their families, and 
VA employees.

— E and C NEWS

years. We have opened two major medical centers 
in the last three years, Las Vegas, Nev., and Lake 
Nona, Fla. The VCS is now operating in 201 VA 
entities, still predominantly in medical centers and 
outpatient clinics.  

As the Veteran population grows and and new 
members enroll in VA for their healthcare needs, 
VCS will be there to provide for their “comfort 
and well-being.”

On VCS’s e-initiative …

Leahy: VCS has contracted with Speed Commerce 
to develop and design a new e-commerce website, 
which would replace our current 1-800 Special Order 
program. We are excited about the opportunities the 
new website will bring regarding customer outreach, 
new merchandise and assortments, promotions, and 
generating excitement with our customers.  

We are working the project in three phases. We 

are currently working on Phase One, which focuses 
solely on drop-ship vendors. Phase Two will provide 
for third-party fulfillment by Speed Commerce, and 
Phase Three will offer store order fulfillment. Phases 
Two and Three are targeted for 2016 and 2017. 

Only authorized VCS customers will be allowed to 
shop on the website. This is a wonderful opportunity 
to conduct outreach to Veterans and their families who 
live in rural areas and who may not always be able 
to shop at our brick-and-mortar stores. VA-enrolled 
Veterans will be able to receive their shopping benefit 
they have so greatly earned — anywhere, anytime 
— on the Internet!

We are currently in the early development stages 
of the project, and are targeting spring 2016 for 
going live.

On the VCS’s future direction …

Leahy: To our vendor community, I would like 
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