
Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox, USAF: You are right; 
the Exchange does have a distinguished record of 
supporting Soldiers and Airmen in contingency op-
erations. They set up a store in Baghdad within days 
of the arrival of U.S. troops. The Exchange stayed to 
the end in Iraq. At its height, the Exchange opera-
tions in Iraq had more than 650 facilities, services 
and restaurants.

When military members deploy, the Exchange 
is with them. Today, the Exchange serves Soldiers, 
Airmen, Sailors and Marines throughout Afghanistan. 
Since 9/11, more than 4,300 Exchange associates 
have deployed. These are people who voluntarily 
leave the comfort of their own homes and families 
to provide for others. They are “family serving fam-
ily,” and the services they provide are critical to our 
Armed Forces’ ability to fulfill their mission.

The Exchange has an important role for all our 
overseas bases. The Exchange is more than just the 
main store on base. The Exchange serves 4 million 
school lunches at overseas Department of Defense 
(DoD) schools, bakes 3 million loaves of American-
style bread and bottles 5 million gallons of Culligan 
water. These services, along with American-branded 
restaurants, provide Soldiers and Airmen a taste of 
home. Wherever servicemembers and their families 
are called to serve, Exchange support is a part of 
the mission. As a result, Exchange operations are 
an important part of the recruitment, retention and 
equipping of the entire military community.

 

E and C News: What feedback do you receive 
from installation leadership and other service 
leaders regarding the importance of exchanges 
on the installation?

 

E and C News: AAFES has 
a long and distinguished re-
cord of downrange support. As 
far as the Air Force and Army 
are concerned, where does the 
Exchange stand in importance 
to smooth and effective func-
tioning of Army and Air Force 
operations around the world, 
in support of their professional 
military servicemembers?

 

‘Military leaders at all levels under-
stand that the care of family members 

is an integral component of mission 
success at a home station, serving an 
unaccompanied tour or deployed.’

— Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff Manpower, 
Personnel and Services Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox

W ith a strong family connection to the military and the Army & Air Force Exchange 
Service (AAFES), Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower, Personnel and 
Services Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox has for the last 10 months been in the primary 

oversight role for the Exchange as its board chairman. He also serves as a member of 
the Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA) Board.

With a perspective unique to the Air Force’s chief personnel officer and also as 
a military brat in an Air Force and AAFES family, Cox spoke with E and C News in 
this exclusive interview, not only about the challenging course AAFES must navigate 
through the current waters of fiscal austerity, but also about the brighter possibilities 
that lie before it, the dedication of exchange personnel and the Exchange’s enduring 
connection with industry  …

THE EXCHANGE:

Critical
Mission Support

Cox

Lt. Gen. Samuel Cox, Air Force Deputy 
Chief of Staff for Manpower, Personnel 
and Services, speaks with Store Supervi-
sor Tahmineh Taavon, while shopping 
at AAFES’s military clothing store (MCS) 

in the Pentagon, Oct. 7, 2014.

Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox, USAF, 
Exchange Board Chair 
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 E and C News: What do you see as the biggest 
challenges and opportunities before the Exchange 
system today?

 

Cox: As the Air Force’s chief personnel officer, 
I am very aware of the upcoming cuts to both active 
duty Air Force and Army end strengths. This is not 
new or unexpected news, and it’s precisely why the 
Exchange has been focused on reducing expenses 
over the last couple of years. Exchange leadership 
has embraced the future size of our force and is 
postured for success.

Despite the decrease in the size of the force, 
we see the opportunities to increase the Exchange’s 
relevance in the military community by continually 
introducing name-brand products and services that 
customers desire. In addition to great brands and 
competitive pricing, the Exchange will provide cus-
tomer service that keeps shoppers coming back to 
the store. We will anticipate shoppers’ needs and be 
ready to offer solutions that make their lives easier.

The Exchange is investing in making product 
available online, on mobile devices and in brick-

Cox: Military leaders at all levels understand that 
the care of family members is an integral component 
of mission success at a home station, serving an un-
accompanied tour or deployed. Well-run Exchange 
operations, combined with strong Quality-of-Life 
programs, provide peace of mind and a foundation for 
proper care of Soldiers, Airmen and their loved ones.

 
E and C News: Do you and/or any of your fam-

ily members shop or visit the Exchange regularly 
or on occasion? If so, what do you think of the 
stock assortments, the savings available, and 
AAFES’s variety of store formats, from convenience, 
specialty and troop stores to main exchanges?

 

Cox: I have a deep connection with the Exchange. 
In fact, my mother worked at the Shaw AFB, S.C., 
and the Myrtle Beach AFB, S.C., exchanges. My 
father served for 30 years in the Air Force; we were 
stationed overseas three times and lived at multiple 
bases and posts here at home. Then and now, I have 
seen the tremendous benefits of the Exchange.

Today, when I visit a main store, Express, res-
taurant or concession, I see the progress from years 
past and the impact of current strategic priorities.

I’m impressed with how the Exchange takes 
popular national brands and incorporates them into 
the main store.

At the Express, I see healthy options and an 
understanding of the clear and important link be-
tween healthy choices and readiness; the Exchange’s 
leadership and associates continue to focus on the 
Operation BeFit! assortment.

Concession and food offerings continue to improve 
and attract additional shoppers, as year-to-date sales 
of $1 billion are $5 million ahead of plan.

 

E and C News: How have any such visits en-
hanced your view of exchanges or given you ideas 
for future avenues the exchanges might explore?

 

Cox: Exchange operations are gathering places 
for the community. The Exchange has the strategies 
in place to ensure customers keep coming back. 
Name brands and a value-added experience are 
what military shoppers demand and deserve, and I 
believe the Exchange is meeting the challenge. As 
more servicemembers move off the installation, it 
becomes even more important to tailor offerings to 
provide new and exciting in-store shopping experi-
ences. Having the right entertainment and dining 
options, for example, will be critical to keeping 
consumers’ attention as they continue to migrate 
to online shopping channels.

‘Extending online shop-
ping privileges to those 
who have served is a 

low-risk, low-cost oppor-
tunity that requires zero 
appropriated funds. This 
initiative offers enormous 
potential upside for the 

entire military community 
by allowing 18.8 million 

veterans to shop online.’
— Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff 
Manpower, Personnel and Services 

Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox

Capt. Al Curtis (left), and Capt. Heather Hultman of the 
Air Force Manpower, Personnel and Services Directorate’s
Commander’s Action Group, brief Lt. Gen. Samuel Cox, 
Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower, Personnel

and Services in the Pentagon, Oct. 7, 2014.
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As more servicemembers move off the installation, it becomes even more important for the Exchange to tailor offer-
ings to provide new and exciting in-store shopping experiences, for example here at Freedom Crossing, Fort Bliss, 

Texas, as well as having the right entertainment and dining options.
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cant turnover in the Board’s membership and these 
issues, combined with an unmanageable number of 
members, prompted us to decrease the size of the 
Board and institute three-year terms. As a result, 
members stay on the Exchange Board even if they 
move to another job.

 

E and C News:  Is there anything else you 
would like to say to the Exchange’s worldwide 
staff and its vendor partners?

 

Cox: I’d like to say thank you. The Exchange is 
an important part of the community on each Army 
Post and Air Force Base.

It’s tough, hard work that ensures merchandise is 
transported to the store on time, that food in restau-
rants is fresh, and that bathrooms are clean. I know 
first-hand from my mother’s time in the exchange 
system that Exchange associates are often depen-
dents or spouses of servicemembers. They bring the 
connection they have to our military to the other 
side of the counter and treat each customer with 
respect and dignity.

No one would go into an Exchange unless it had 
the very latest products at the best possible prices. It 
is only by working closely with vendors that we can 
keep the Exchange benefit relevant to military con-
sumers. As a result, vendors are at the heart of almost 
everything we do. The entire military community 
appreciates those companies that step up to the plate 
and work with the Exchange to bring their products 
and services to the places we are called to serve.

To both vendors and associates, your efforts do 
not go unnoticed. Thank you for all you do for ser-
vicemembers, their families and our country.

—E and C NEWS

and-mortar stores to ensure the 
organization meets customers’ 
expectations. This fall, the Ex-
change will launch its new site 
that will offer expanded assort-
ments, faster shipping and im-
proved customer service.

The Exchange online experi-
ence continues to improve daily, 
with a greater number of brands and products stocked 
both online and in-store. Two years ago, fewer than 
6 percent of products were stocked in both of these 
areas; www.shopmyexchange.com now offers an in-
store assortment with an overlap of 20 percent, with 
plans to increase. For those on smaller installations, 
we will provide a big base main store experience 
with the click of a mouse.

As you may have heard, the Exchange has re-
quested a change in policy to allow all honorably 
discharged veterans to shop online. Extending online 
shopping privileges to those who have served is a 
low-risk, low-cost opportunity that requires zero 
appropriated funds.  This initiative offers enormous 
potential upside for the entire military community by 
allowing 18.8 million veterans to shop online. This 
has the capacity to generate significant incremental 
sales and earnings. A majority of these earnings would 
be distributed to Morale, Welfare and Recreation 
(MWR) programs and Quality-of-Life programs.

The Exchange is prepared to meet the needs of all 
honorably discharged veterans online and preserve 
its support to Quality-of-Life programs.

 

E and C News: How does the Exchange Board 
oversee AAFES? Do you set goals, for example 
for dividends, and let AAFES determine how to 
achieve them, or is there some other approach? 
We noticed the AAFES Board appears to have 
downsized recently, from 18 members a couple 
of years ago to 13 members today. Is the con-
cept of a leaner Board something that is being 
reflected in the leaner AAFES today, with even 
closer scrutiny of operations?

 

Cox: One of the duties of the Board of Directors 
is to establish the dividend policy. In 2013, 62 per-
cent of Exchange earnings were distributed to Army 
MWR and Air Force Services. In the past 10 years, 
the Exchange has distributed more than $2.4 billion 
to MWR to fund Quality-of-Life improvements. The 
Exchange retained the remaining 38 percent in 2013 
to build new stores, renovate existing facilities, buy 
new trucks to move product, and maintain Informa-
tion Technology (IT) infrastructure. Ultimately, 100 
percent of earnings serve Soldiers and Airmen.

We did decrease the size of the Board. For many 
years, there were 18 Board members. It was a chal-
lenge to regularly assemble all 18 members. Ad-
ditionally, Board members were assigned by their 
service military or civilian positions and were often 
changing jobs every two years. This caused signifi-

Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox, is pinned with 
his third star by wife Tammy and his 
father, retired Air Force Maj. Jerry Cox 
(right, out of camera) during his Dec. 
1, 2013, promotion ceremony at the 
Charleston Club, JB Charleston, S.C.
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‘Exchange associates are often dependents or spouses of servicemem-
bers. They bring the connection they have to our military to the other 

side of the counter and treat each customer with respect and dignity.’
— Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff Manpower, Personnel and Services Lt. Gen. Samuel D. Cox

Lt. Gen. Samuel Cox, Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower, 
Personnel and Services, visits with Store Manager Karen 
Anderson while shopping AAFES’s military clothing (MC) 

store in the Pentagon, Oct. 7, 2014.
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