
On memorable experiences 
shopping the PX/BX, and the 

importance of the Exchange … 

My earliest memory of the exchange service was 
being stationed at  Wright-Patterson AFB, Ohio, where 
the dorm was right next to the base exchange, so it 
was within walking distance. Other retailers weren’t 
as prominent as they are now; everyone shopped at 
the exchange.

Coming to work at the Exchange was an eye-open-
ing experience for me because I had no idea about all 

the behind-the-scenes efforts to put products on the 
shelves. It’s amazing — all I worried about before as 
a shopper was did the exchange have what I needed. 
Now, I see how we meet with buyers and vendors to 
negotiate the most competitive price, and all the other 
pieces of the puzzle — how it all comes together from 
getting the product, transporting merchandise to the 
stores or online, and finally delivering the product to 
customers who serve all over the world. 

Exchange support is essential, because we are here 
for the Soldiers and Airmen — both to provide what 
they need and want — and in the MWR dividends 

Chief Master Sgt. Tony Pearson, USAF, is more than just the Army & Air Force 
Exchange (AAFES) chief master sergeant, and he is more than merely the senior 

enlisted advisor to AAFES Director and Chief Executive Director Thomas “Tom” 
Shull; he is also a customer of the exchange service for nearly three decades, a combat 
theater veteran, and he holds an advanced degree in human resource management.

As such, he is well positioned to enjoin and enhance the intimate discourse between 
the Exchange director and the Exchange’s 12.5 million active duty, Guard, reserve, 
family member and retired patrons.

 In this exclusive interview with E and C News, Pearson speaks about his role as 
senior enlisted advisor and the importance of the Exchange to the community it 
serves, to morale, welfare and recreation (MWR), and to the mission readiness of 
today’s Army and Air Force personnel.

Pearson

‘An Indispensable
Quality of Life’

given back to installations. As I travel and talk to gar-
rison and base leadership, they say, “It would be hard 
to survive without the support; it’s indispensable to 
the quality of life.”

MWR and services support is significantly impor-
tant both to the mission readiness and to the morale 
of our servicemembers. Many of the groups I speak 
with don’t understand how significant the dividend is 
to many of the facilities on the installations.

On the valuable role 
AAFES plays … 

Considering I have been deployed on several oc-
casions, I have waited for Exchange trucks to arrive 
and volunteered to help unload them. Neither Walmart 
nor Target was at these locations. It’s all about our 
motto, “We go where you go.” It’s truly fulfilled at 
overseas locations.

When managers would ask for help stocking the 
merchandise, we would assist. Typically, very soon 
after the merchandise was on the shelves, it was sold.

The Exchange was the only option for having prod-
ucts at austere locations. It was crucial to the morale 
and welfare of servicemembers. The Exchange plays 
a huge role at deployed operations. Each location is 
different, but items such as sports drinks, snacks and 
supplements help provide a taste of home.

The same is true overseas: the Exchange is essential 
to the community as the dividend is returned to the 
installation. The two places military people frequent 
the most are the exchange and commissary; they’re 
familiar and offer great savings.

On the feedback 
received from senior NCOs 
and servicemembers during 

installation visits and 
meetings ...  

When I travel, my main focus is to meet with family 
members, command leadership and focus groups — 
Better Opportunities for Single Soldiers (BOSS), First 
Sergeants, Sergeants Major and Chiefs. On every 
occasion, I take the opportunity to gather feedback, 
helping the Exchange better provide quality products 
and services and driving the business. I enjoy having 
the opportunity to speak with them about the benefits 
of the Exchange and how we are constantly looking 

Chief Master Sgt. Tony Pearson, USAF, reviews the the functionality 
of the closed circuit TV monitors at Davis-Monthan AFB, Ariz., with 

the store’s Loss Prevention Manager, Mary Ann McFadden.
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is to seek more opportunities to provide military mem-
bers the chance to visit the Exchange headquarters. If 
the Air Force and Army recruiters brief a new recruit 
on the benefits of the Exchange, it lets them know the 
Exchange is part of the military. Recruiters are vital 
to explaining the value of the Exchange.

On the push for Better-
For-You foods in base 
facilities and stores … 

Military leadership is promoting a more health-
conscious force. Not only is their readiness improved, 
but their physical, mental and social aspects improve 
as well. For example, many servicemembers are aware 
of Operation BeFit! and Healthy-For-You offerings and 
want even more of these, while other customers may 
not even know what the Exchange offers now. There 
are the “Salad Wednesdays” at directly operated eater-
ies, such as Burger King and Subway, where all salads 
priced $4 and higher are discounted $2. Most people 
going to fast food locations want a burger; however, 
many do not realize salads are available. Likewise 
many customers are aware of low-fat sandwich alter-
natives, but still don’t think of salad options.

I also advocate for customers who want different 
products. For example, women want Michael Kors 
handbags or shoes, men want the latest electronics. 
Our director/CEO, Mr. Shull, is focused on intensifying 
national brands. Customers want name brands — so 
we are increasing our efforts to provide more brands 
and larger selection.

On his message to the 
executives, store managers 

and associates in the 
Exchange system … 

As the senior enlisted advisor, I am also a customer. 
Even when I am no longer the SEA, I will continue to 
shop the Exchange. The key to this position is ensur-
ing I am educated on the process and providing this 
information to customers. It is a great opportunity.
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and trust in their senior non-commissioned officers. 
We want to leverage this position to increase enlisted 
shoppers’ awareness of the different programs the 
Exchange offers.

Recently, we held tours with military members from 
Fort Sill, Okla., and local Air Force recruiters. Our goal 

to improve product assortment and services pro-
vided. I pass along the importance of the dividend 
to installation leadership.

 Often, some of the individuals I interact with 
are surprised to learn there is a chief master sergeant 
assigned to the Exchange and that the military is 
integrated into Exchange operations.

The military presence offers associates a differ-
ent perspective and provides them invaluable input. 
For example, members in the Military Clothing 
(MC) section came to me inquiring about what con-
cerns young female military members might have 
in terms of military clothing accessories. I referred 
them to my assistant, Senior Airman Courtney Reid, 
and she offered them her input on style, comfort 
and materials preferences.

On interfacing with 
AAFES Director Tom Shull, 

and a key initiative …

I meet with Mr. Shull frequently. I attend fo-
rums, discussions and briefings on the many pro-
grams the Exchange offers. In addition, I promote 
the benefits of using both the Military Star and the 
Military Star Rewards cards.

After each visit, I write a trip report where I provide 
detailed feedback on the information received and the 
discussions with various groups. Mr. Shull appreciates 
my feedback as the senior enlisted advisor. He is pas-
sionate about Exchange patrons and the need to help 
communicate Exchange benefits. His civilian retail 
experience has benefited the Exchange immensely.

One of the initiatives I’m passionate about is in-
creasing the use of the Military Star Card. It adds 
value through the 10 percent discount off all food 
court purchases, special promotions, provides free 
shipping for most Exchange online orders, and in con-
junction with the holidays, and more. It helps military 
members establish credit. On the organizational side, 
it decreases fees the Exchange has to pay in process-
ing other bank-issued debit and credit cards. These 
fees add up to millions of dollars annually. We want 
individuals to use the Military Star Card more — as 
transaction fees decrease, more dollars are returned 
to the communities we serve.

On the effect of 
outreach efforts on single 
servicemembers, Guard and 

reserves … 

Our outreach program has made a difference. 
Soldiers and Airmen believe in the credibility of it, 

Pearson said he takes every occasion to 
gather feedback from customers in hopes 
of helping the Exchange provide better 

quality products and services.

The senior enlisted advisor talks with 
students at the First Term Airmen Center, 

gaining insights on shopping the Exchange 
facilities at RAF Lakenheath, England.
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‘On every occasion I take the opportunity 
to gather feedback, helping the Exchange 

better provide quality products and 
services and driving the business.’
 — AAFES Senior Enlisted Advisor, Chief Master Sgt. Tony Pearson, USAF
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