
Sound customer service interaction, refined 
assortments, in-stock replenishment programs, 
competitive pricing and marketing strategies, 
desirable name brands, understanding our loyal 
customer base, speed of service, healthy options, 
store-level leadership, etc., play major roles as well. 

Guarding against complacency, while combin-
ing all these factors into one driving force, has 
created our pathway to success.

 
E and C News: Please tell us about any new 
industry partnerships and sponsorships that VCS 
is participating in that strengthen the relation-
ship between PatriotStores and Veterans and 
their caregivers.

Tober: Our vendor partner relationships are 
simply outstanding. The true value of these rela-
tionships is elevated in significance during times 
of crisis. Hurricanes Harvey and Irma proved the 
value of these relationships, as many of our vendor 
partners stepped forward in support of Veterans 
and VA employees who were adversely affected 
by these events. 

Their value and contributions were recognized 
at the highest levels within VA, and I can never 
express the true gravity of my appreciation for 
all they do for us.  

The greatest thing about my job is not only 
securing great operating results, but also playing 
a small role in enhancing the quality of life for 
our Veterans, their family members and those 
who provide for their care. 

An important initiative in which we are in-
volved is the Veteran Suicide Prevention program. 
This is a complex and tragic issue, and VA is in-
vested in doing everything it can to address it. In 
fact, Secretary of Veterans Affairs David Shulkin 
has made Veteran suicide the VA’s highest clini-
cal priority. 

Current research shows that an average of 20 

Joseph “Ray” 
Tober, SES, 

Executive Director

E and C News: VCS has posted sales increases for 
several years now. In the current ultra-competitive 
retail environment, what, in your view, have been 
VCS’s pathways to achieving such success while 
some retail businesses struggle?

Joseph “Ray” Tober: Our foundation is built 
on strong, calculated and customer-centric busi-
ness strategies, taking a variety of factors into 
consideration as we set our vision for revenue 
and income growth for the future. 

Understanding the desires of our customer base, 
while relying on sound business analytics and 
decisions, are contributing factors to our sustained 
growth. Additionally, our reliance on technology, 
anticipating and quickly responding to industry 
trends, excellent vendor relationships, willingness 
to take risks and challenging old business models 
and practices, and retaining a highly competent, 
creative and professional staff, are important ele-
ments contributing to our success. 

Finally, a sustained focus on the “80/20 prin-
ciple” —  where 20 percent of your SKUs drive 80 
percent of your business — and not losing sight 
of the basics, are key. 
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Vet-Centric
The record of sales success and patron loyalty enjoyed by the Veterans Canteen Service (VCS) in the present 

millennium is remarkable. It has experienced almost 17 years of sales growth and only one year that could 
best be described as flat. We asked Joseph “Ray” Tober, SES, the VCS’s executive director, to talk about the 

organization’s unique ingredients contributing to its stellar results. However, as any who are familiar with the every-
day algorithms of retail will see, much of the playbook leans on proper execution of tried-and-tested strategies, but 
a closer look reveals the degree to which the staff from top to bottom is focused on the customers they serve and how 
VCS doubles down on making the organization “Vet-centric.” 

And there’s no hope for complacency to enter the picture anytime soon: VCS is also broadening its footprint geo-
graphically, its outreach socially, and adding new features such as dinner, delivery and overnight services and food 
trucks and groceries to reach all Veterans, family members and their caregivers in the VA family. No small wonder it 
was recognized this year with an Excellence in Government Award for outstanding service.

VCS PatriotStores proudly represent the VCS as a 21st-century 
retailer by providing its customer base an updated assortment 
which is shaped toward their changing needs, such as the 

selection found at the Columbia, Mo., PatriotStore.

Pathway to Success
‘The greatest thing 
about my job is not 
only securing great 

operating results, but 
also playing a small 

role in enhancing the 
quality of life for our 
Veterans, their family 
members and those 
who provide for their 

care.’
—  Joseph “Ray” Tober, SES, 

Executive Director, 
Veterans Canteen Service
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catering program, revised vending 
strategies, dinner services, groceries 
and delivery services, introduction 
of food trucks, expanded overnight 
services, and introducing conces-
sionaire vendors in our stores — are 

examples of new opportunities we’re pursuing.   
We will remain focused on providing value, 

variety and relevance that give our Veterans, their 
families, and our employees a compelling reason 
to shop their local canteen stores or online. 

E and C News: What, if any, new stores and/or 
renovated PatriotStores are planned and when 
are they expected to open?

Tober: This year’s opening of the canteen in 
the New Orleans, La., VA Medical Center marks 
the first time VCS has had a full retail and café 
presence in New Orleans since Hurricane Katrina. 
Veterans and VA employee customer response has 
been overwhelmingly positive, and it is reflective 
in tremendous sales results.   

We are also embedded in the new state-of-
the-art VA Medical Center in Denver, Colo. We 
anticipate double-digit sales growth increases when 
it is fully operational in 2019. 

We continue to renovate PatriotStores across 
the country. Since 2014, we’ve renovated 104 Pa-
triotStores and have nine remaining to complete 
this year. Twenty-five stores are on the docket 
for 2018.   

Additionally, this fall, we will begin to plan 
PatriotCafé renovations for 2018 across the country. 
Our new contemporary café look will provide a 
more appealing, inviting, and spacious atmosphere 
for our customers.   

These renovations offer a more modern, updated 
appearance and provide for a highly positive and 
inviting shopping experience for our Veterans 
and VA employees.

—E and C NEWS

Veterans die by suicide each day, and of those, 
only six had recently used VA health care. VCS 
partnered with the Office of Mental Health & 
Suicide Prevention (OMHSP) in support of Suicide 
Prevention Month in September and in ongoing 
communication each month thereafter.  

VCS engaged in an aggressive outreach cam-
paign to increase the dialogue by providing infor-
mation about this issue to thousands of Veterans 
and VA employees. Each one of our venues will 
include the number to VA’s Veterans crisis line 
(1-800-273-8255, then press 1). The campaign 
also includes nationwide training for VA/VCS 
employees. 

We also teamed up with the Center for Women 
Veterans this year in support of their initiatives. 
Women Veterans are the fastest-growing cohort 
within the Veteran community. Today, our women 
Veteran population represents 8 percent of all 
Veterans with anticipated growth of up to 11 
percent by 2020.   

We are adjusting our assortments in anticipa-
tion of the continued growth of this demographic. 
This year, we supported the 2017 National Women 
Veterans Art Exhibit featuring unique and creative 
artwork of our women Veterans. Their work was 
exhibited at various VA facilities across the county 
where thousands of Veterans and employees got 
to see their artwork. We will also continue to 
support the Center for Women Veterans with 
outreach marketing materials and special events 
throughout the year. 

We continue to support VA’s Rehabilitation 
Adaptive Sports Events, the VA’s Homelessness pro-
gram, Fisher Houses, Veterans affected by natural 
disasters, “Welcome Home!” events, and many 
other Veteran programs. Over the last four years, 
VCS, in collaboration with Serta and the VA’s 
programs for homeless Veterans, has purchased 
10,000 queen-sized beds and 4,000 move-in kits 
to support homeless Veterans moving into their 
new residences. These are a few examples that 
successfully demonstrate a collaborative business 
and “Vet-Centric” approach in managing our busi-
ness and serving our customers.

E and C News: How is VCS broadening its reach 
to include all Veterans and their caregivers to 
enjoy the canteen service’s expanded offerings? 

Tober: Our marketing and outreach efforts 
are dynamic and responsive to our ever-changing 
customer base. We rely on our mass e-mail direct 

marketing program, social 
media venues, and direct 
mailing.

There are over 20 mil-
lion Veterans, with about 
9.3 million enrolled in VA 
Healthcare. We have been 
successful in reaching 
our Veteran population, 
as well as their families, 
caregivers, and volunteers 
to offer VCS benefits and 
new services. 

In addition, and as a 
precursor to our e-com-
merce initiative, our Patri-
otStoreDirect service, the 
VCS 1-800 Special Order 
Call Center, underwent 
a major transformation 
in 2016. We redefined 
the ordering process, 
increased assortments, 
and keenly focused on 
our customer demands.   

Call volume increased 
by over 10 percent and 
the average hold time is 
now less than a minute. 
What’s even more excit-
ing is the sales have increased over 35 percent 
year to date.    

In May 2017, our incredible team’s effort was 
recognized by the Federal Executive Board, re-
ceiving an Excellence in Government Award for 
outstanding service. 

 
E and C News: The PatriotStores — and their 
predecessor canteens — recently celebrated their 
70th anniversary, and as you look to the next big 
anniversary — the 75th — where would you like 
the VCS to be? 

Tober: The future of the canteen service is 
promising, with new and exciting opportunities. 
Our customer base and Veteran population is pro-
jected to grow over the next 10 years, and we are 
placing ourselves in a position to complement 
that growth.   

Our PatriotStores will continue to be the engine 
that drives our revenue and income. Adding our 
e-commerce component with our other business 
lines — plus new ventures such as an enhanced 

‘Our vendor partner relationships are simply outstanding.  Hurri-
canes Harvey and Irma proved the value of these relationships, as 

many of our vendor partners stepped forward in support of Veterans 
and VA employees who were adversely affected by these events.’

—  Joseph “Ray” Tober, SES, Executive Director, Veterans Canteen Service

The VCS co-sponsors the National Veterans Golden Age 
Games (NVGAG), held May 7-11 this year in Biloxi, Miss., 
with the Department of Veterans Affairs, and with support 
from industry partners. Volunteers and Veterans work 
together to maintain healthy lifestyles at the NVGAG.
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