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Gerald Lewis

“More powerful than an army on the march is an idea that’s time has come!” 

When I started to write this summary of what I have learned that might be valuable to others in 50 years of diverse business experience, I realized that the thread that tied it all together was The Power of an Idea. As a result, this statement immediately came to mind. I have not been able to trace its origin, but I believe it appeared as a caption under a painting of an army, perhaps Napoleon’s, marching in full dress, with guns arrayed. Then I realized that armies today don’t march into battle. They deploy laser-guided, remotely controlled missiles. But the statement, and the idea that it contains, still has great power. 
So let me tell you about some of my experiences with the power of ideas: good ones, bad ones, premature ones and retreads that are neither good nor new--and how to tell the difference between them.

First, a little context. After spending 20 years in manufacturing and marketing consumer products sold by department stores, mass marketers and supermarkets, first in England and then in the US, I have been involved with the design and consulting side of retailing for more than 30 years. Starting in 1972, I acquired, built and ran--and in 1999 sold--a consultancy that worked with many types of retailers over the years. At first, our prime specialty was supermarkets; however, 1972 was very early in the emergence of convenience stores as a significant retailing sector. Oil companies were just beginning to be dragged, kicking and screaming, into the business to keep their dealers solvent. Everyone thought that 7-Eleven’s 60-by-40 box was the definition of a c-store. 

So, entrepreneurs--particularly in places like Texas and Florida--bought inexpensive sites, built 60-by-40 boxes, stocked them with merchandise bought on 30-day terms and opened stores with loans of about $30,000, which were easily covered as soon as they opened. After a few years, there were a number of 50 and 100 store chains--some were even putting gas pumps on their parking lots and generating even more revenues on their suppliers’ credit--and people started to notice that this looked like it could become a hell of a business. As a newcomer to the store design business, but a fairly seasoned marketer, it looked like a hell of a business to me, too! So my company made a conscious decision to understand it and focus our efforts on serving it. 

Then the first oil shock hit, lines formed at the pumps, prices shot through the roof and Wham!--a lot of instant millionaires were born. Our phones started to ring. Some smart and suddenly rich people began to realize that they could drive home their advantage by using design to distinguish their stores from everyone else’s. Not a few did it to get publicity and thus to become attractive acquisition candidates. And they were successful. It didn’t take too much to stand out from the crowd then, because virtually all c-stores looked alike. For example, they all had cheap wood paneling inside. In fact, we used to talk about the blindfold test: if you blindfolded your customers and took them into a store, would they be able to distinguish yours from the competition? It’s still valid today in many instances.

It was an exciting time. A new major business segment was being formed. Customers wanted convenience. Oil companies had great real estate and the world oil market was in crisis. Alternative energy sources were a threat on the horizon and dealers needed a way to make a living. And we at my tiny company were in the middle of it all--learning and teaching and helping to form it. 

Nearly a hundred years ago, the philosopher George Santayana wrote “Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it.” It is a message that has relevance today in many fields, including c-store retailing. So I believe that having an understanding of the evolution of the convenience industry can be helpful in your daily business lives. I read so often about some revolutionary “new” idea that is being introduced--and then later that it turned out not to be so great. If the company that had tried it and failed had only known that it had failed before--that, in fact, they had been doomed to repeat history--they could have saved a lot of time, money and aggravation. If, instead, they had learned from history, they might have been able either to make adjustments that would have made it work, or to have abandoned it before it was too late. With this in mind, I offer some experiences and thoughts on a few of the ideas that I have been involved with that have influenced the direction of today’s c-store industry.
Changing the Shape of Convenience Retailing
The first such idea literally changed the shape of convenience retailing. Starting with an open mind and a clean sheet of paper, we established the optimum store size and shape by first, defining the market positioning, then creating the offer and finally designing a store layout that projected and accommodated these elements. Then, In effect, we drew a line around the layout to determine the store size and configuration. This work demonstrated that c-stores should be designed to meet specific retailing and site requirements and should not always be clones of the industry-standard 60-by-40 boxes pioneered by 7-Eleven. It was first done in the early 1980s for the Git-n-Go chain in Tulsa and resulted in the design of a home plate-shaped store long before the Home Plate design was promoted (and patented) by another designer. 

A related idea developed in our early work for oil companies, whose c-store sites were (and some still are) laid out by major oil company engineers. They worked unwaveringly from the gas station site layout manuals, which placed the buildings far forward on the lots, so that there would be space behind the building to store cars that had been brought in for service. These engineers took a long time (to say the least) to recognize that c-stores had totally different requirements--for upfront parking, easy building access, merchandise deliveries, etc. We placed c-stores on gas station sites so that storefronts faced all oncoming traffic at intersections, with minimal space behind the building and gas dispensers and in-store cash registers located for optimum control of the forecourt from inside the store. This resulted in a myriad of improvements, including maximizing upfront parking, reduction of driveoffs and better traffic flow for pedestrians, cars and delivery vehicles.

We came up with a way of describing store-to-gas relationships as “Low/High” (typical oil company), “High/Low” (typical c-store) and “High/High” to enable our clients to decide how they wanted their facilities to operate. High/High was everyone’s answer, which led to the powerful idea that c-store and gasoline installations should be treated and projected as separate, but related and equal, elements of a total facility. Today, oil companies build highly developed c-stores--and companies that started with their roots in dairy, grocery or traditional convenience retailing build and operate fueling facilities that are the equal to, or better than, many “Big Oil” installations.

We introduced the idea of market positioning to a generic one-size-fits-all convenience retailing marketplace. To establish the market positioning for our clients, we actually interviewed all levels of management and field personnel and then helped them write statements describing how they wanted to be perceived by their customers--and why someone would want to drive past competitive facilities to shop at their sites. This was supported by information showing why their company was able to execute the positioning. Then we made sure that everything else flowed from this positioning and that the store, graphic and site design projected the market positioning to the target market. We also got involved with the store offer and operations in order to ensure that the value proposition promised by the exterior design and signage was delivered on the inside.

We coined the phrase “The Impulse Zone” to define (and then enlarge) the area of the store that all customers walk through--and to promote the idea of using this zone to feature high-impulse/high-margin and daily consumable items, thereby encouraging impulse purchases by gas and cigarette customers and increasing overall sales and margin percentages

We found that well-developed proprietary foodservice programs were frequently more profitable and controllable for operators than cobranded ones--and that the difficulties and expense entailed in deploying and maintaining them were usually worthwhile. This led us to the idea of creating the in-house capabilities to help our clients develop, name, package and promote such programs.

Foreseeing the coming importance of retail branding, very early on we created memorable names for c-store chains that were compatible with their unique offerings. Then we helped clients project these names as brands, eliminating the perception of “the shop at the gas station.” We were able to cause customers to drive past competitors’ facilities by focusing on the unique attributes of the branded offer, in terms of merchandise assortment, pricing, service levels and the overall shopping experience.

We developed the first true c-stores in England. Our client there was building and opening a new gas/shop site a week. The shops were selling (or more accurately, not selling) things like fancy soaps, briefcases, fuzzy animals and other similar items. They built stores of about 900 sq ft, sold a lot of cigarettes and some candy and stocked the rest of the space with things that wouldn’t go bad if they didn’t sell them for a year. I asked a manager at one of the stores how well the briefcases sold. She said “very well.” When I asked when they had sold the last one, she said “about a month ago”! We came up with a market positioning summarized by the statement “Run in when you run out.” We changed the offer to include such things as bread and milk (we even had to fight with the wholesaler to get these). We added fresh made coffee, hot dogs and some other easy to sell fast foods. We changed the name and store design. Within 3 years their same-store sales had more than quadrupled.

Tomorrow: Part II--Five Secrets of Convenience Store Success
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