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Gerald Lewis

To be successful in convenience retailing, you must first recognize that most people just come in to do what they wanted to do and leave without noticing anything. Nobody comes in to browse. A c-store is a c-store. So how do you get from there to standing out from the crowd? 
You have to do two simple things. First, sell something to your existing customers that they didn’t come in to buy. Second, make people pass by your competitors to shop with you. How do you do this? Here are my five secrets of success:
1. Know who you want to be when you grow up! Write a market positioning statement describing how you want your customers to think about your stores in terms of both the tangible things such as the value proposition, and the intangibles, such as the shopping experience. This should not be a pie-in-the-sky exercise. It should be based on your organization’s capabilities and the realities of the marketplace. The statement should explain why it is realistic and the steps needed to execute it. It should position your stores against your competition and show why your target customers would be encouraged to drive (or walk) past the competitors to shop at your sites. Then everything that you do should be in line with this positioning. 
2. Become a destination for something. Find something that you can do better than your competitors and still make money on. It may be a proprietary fast food item (Wawa’s Sizzlies and Sheetz’ MTO sandwiches come to mind), a fountain offer, low pricing on bulk beverages, an in-store premium for filling up with gas, a cross-promotion with a local supermarket or fast-feeder--or anything else that you can think of; however, it should meet two criteria: it should be inherent to your operation, so that it will not be copyable by your competitors the day after they see it; and it should be hard to do, so that you will own it long enough to drive home the advantage. Unless you have a built-in cost advantage, it should not be based on price. That’s the road to ruin!

3. Enlarge the “impulse zone” in your store to make sure all your customers are exposed to high-impulse, high-margin items, even if they are just coming in to pay for gas or buy a pack of cigarettes. If possible, include in the zone items that reinforce your positioning. 

4. “It’s the offer, stupid!” In the last analysis, people shop at a retail store because of what the store offers: its selection of merchandise; its pricing policy; its speed and friendliness of service; the likelihood of the wanted item being in-stock; the quality and freshness of the merchandise; cleanliness (watch the floor--it’s the main way people judge this); and ease of shopping. The sum of all of these things is the offer. Compelling advertising, strong promotion and great store design may draw a lot of customers in once, but if you fall down on delivering the offer, you won’t get them back. So make sure your offer executes your market positioning strategy--and that you deliver it consistently every day in every store.

5. Now you can start thinking about store design. The purposes of this are to project your brand, market positioning and offer to your target market, to make it easy for people to “read” the site (e.g., locate the entrance, parking, site components, etc.), to highlight and enhance the merchandise presentation, to reinforce the layout, to feature key merchandise, to lead traffic, to deliver key messages without “information overload” and to make shopping as enjoyable as possible.

Integrated store layout and design is a marketing and merchandising tool to boost traffic flow, emphasize key departments, create a strong first impression and promote the store’s “primary offer.” In short, design should be a unified endeavor, encompassing site planning and store layout, architectural design, interior design, lighting design (arguably the most important single element), nomenclature and graphic design (including design of ancillary elements, such as uniforms) and signage design. Design (which encompasses layout) is integral to the whole retailing process, not an add-on that you deal with when you have the time and money.

Tomorrow: Part III--20 Years in 10 Minutes
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