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DRIVING INTO 
THE FUTURE 
Though still a minority on the road, alternative vehicles are increasing in popularity 
and convenience stores will have to adapt or get left behind B v Angela Hanson 

D E S P I T E T H E H E A D L I N E S they've generated, 
alternative vehicles are not yet filling up the 
roads. Research presented at the Fuels Insti
tute's FUELS2018 event In May showed that 
electric vehicles (EVs) are a small portion of 
the total population on the road, with growth 
hampered by higher prices and limited avail
ability. But slow growth Isn't no growth. 

And today's technology Is evolving faster than 
expected. As electric cars and connected cars 
begin to enter the mainstream, and consum
ers shift their approach to vehicle transporta
tion, convenience store and fuel retailers will 
need to adapt or get left behind. 

"In order to survive, the modern c-store must 
evolve f rom the low-cost leader category of 
fuel to address what will get customers to 
stop in the future," said Michael Johnson, vice 
president of North America for TLM Technol
ogies Inc., which works with convenience and 
fuel retailers to develop unique technologies 
and integrate the systems necessary to make 
smarter, more profitable decisions. 

The first challenge that vehicles of the 
future pose is a reduction In the number of 
gas-station visits consumers will make on 
average. If a driver who gets 30 miles per 
gallon (MPG) and fills up every two weeks 
purchases a 58 MPG hybrid, he or she 
will only need to buy gas 
every three 

to four weeks — or half the number of annual visits they 
previously made, Johnson noted. 

"Unless other aspects of convenience stores, beyond fuel, 
are emphasized, consumers will have less reason to stop In, 
causing profits to erode," he explained. 

A variety of other factors also will change the way consum
ers travel and why they visit c-stores, according to Gunter 
Pfau, founder and CEO of Stuzo, which offers connected 
commerce technology solutions and product strategy, 
design and engineering services. 

"This Is a technology disruption powered by improved 
and lower-cost batteries, exponentially greater and less 
expensive computing power, and the advantage of car 
hailing services such as Uber and Lyft, which have already 
changed the behaviors of millions of consumers," he said. 

Pfau also predicts that the eventual existence of autono
mous car fleets will prompt consumption of transportation 
to shift f rom personal ownership to a subscription service, 
which is likely to be electric and based in central locations. 

The Transformation Is Closer Than You Think 
Change Is coming. As for how fast c-store operators should 

realistically expect their world to change, 
Pfau forecasts a window of opportunity for 
business transformation lasting three to five 
years. "Those that are not well along the 
transformation process by 2022 will face 
significant business challenges between 
2022 and 2030," he advised. 

What the "transformation process" will 
Involve will vary by retailer, market and 
future technological developments. How
ever, the first steps are already being taken. 
Convenience and fuel retailers like Sheetz 
Inc., Maverlk Inc., OnCue Marketing, Qulck-
Chek Corp. and BP have already begun to 
add electric vehicle charging stations to 
their store locations and, in April, Walmart 
announced plans to become a leading 
charging station host by expanding its 
number of charging stations to more than 
1,000 units across Its 34-state footprint. 

John Elchberger, executive director of the 
Fuels Institute, recommends 
c-stores that want to move Into 
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EV charging start with new builds instead of 
existing stores due to the lower cost, as well 
as explore partnerships with outlets such 
as Volkswagen's Electrify America initiative, 
which offers financial Incentives that may 
not exist in a few years. 

Other vehicle of the future concepts are 
more expansive. For instance, forecourt 
designers have begun to explore the possi
bility of a fundamental change to the classic 
layout of fuel pumps In front of the building, 
as the ratio of in-store sales to fuel sales 
grows more equal and customers' reasons 
for visiting c-stores change. 

The evolution of vehicles could also prompt 
drastic shifts to store interiors. In part
nership with Bank of America Merchant 
Services, Stuzo recently designed the 
"Urban Convenience 2025" store. It features 
an interactive, personalized experience, 
Including a cashier-free point-of-sale and 
automated order pickup. 

Along with the slowdown In the number 
of daily visitors, and expected competit ion 
from new sources, "critical mass from a mix 
of technologies and consumers finding their 
way through the maze of future choices will 
require c-stores to really embrace the word 
'convenience' as a verb and not a noun," 
Johnson said. 

Retailers may be able to distinguish 
themselves by offering uncommon services 
that drivers of traditional and alternative 
vehicles alike can enjoy. Johnson suggests 
that full-service gas stations could make a 
comeback through extra conveniences such 
as attendants checking fluids and tires as 
they fuel up the car. 

Three chief ways he believes convenience 
and fuel retailers can evolve to emphasize 
convenience, customer service and brand 
trust are: 

New payment systems and devices are seen as ways convenience and 
fuel retailers can evolve alongside consumers. 

• Payment systems and devices. "Today, consumers are 
used to ordering f rom the Starbucks app, scanning a bar
code and leaving with their order. This Is In direct contrast 
to some stores trying to leverage antiquated systems to 
provide 'convenience,' requiring customers to get out of 
cars, f ind the Items they need, wait in line to have them 
rung up, and transact payments," he said. 

• Mobile and self-checkout. Consumers already expect 
stores will make It easy for them to get what they want. 
To give them a reason to buy, c-stores should consider 
mobile, self-checkout and more. This can include shop-
and-go apps, as well as loyalty and rewards programs. 

• Inventory and trends. How do you keep track of what 
Is selling and what is not? Customer buying habits and 
trends? What your neighborhood is looking for? 

While larger chains are likely to have the resources neces
sary to adapt to changing technology, single-store owners 
and small operators will need to leverage their strengths In 
other areas. 

"Small operators have to build one-to-one relationships with 
their customers just as big operators do. This will Increase 
the enterprise value of their businesses and enable them to 
exit to larger operators as the Industry consolidates further," 
Pfau said. "Small operators should consider partnering with 
other small operators on technology Investments." 

Electr ic vehicle charging stations 
are increasing in number across 
the country. 


