
Reinventing
the C-Store:
How to Design the 
Future Forward 
Convenient Store

MOVING BEYOND OUTDATED DESIGN
AND BUSINESS MODELS, today’s C-stores 

are pioneering brand-new approaches where 

‘convenient’ and ‘comprehensive’ converge—

all to create an ‘everything for everyone’ 

marketplace that eff ortlessly draws guests who 

visit more often, stay longer, and spend more.
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BY ELEVATING CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AND 
OFFERING A WIDER RANGE OF FOOD, RETAIL, 
AND SERVICE OFFERINGS, C-STORES ARE 
STARTING TO PUSH THE ENVELOPE OF WHAT
IT MEANS TO BE CONVENIENT.

The result? Modern C-stores are successfully positioning 

themselves to please more people, meet more needs, 

and, along the way, fuel tremendous growth in revenue 

and market share.

This push into experience-based service is clearly 

working. C-stores have already become a major part 

of the average consumer’s retail landscape in the U.S. 

One survey found that nearly two-thirds (62%) of adult 

consumers say they visit a C-store at least once a week!i 

It’s no wonder that the C-store market is expected to 

nearly double in size over the next decade, up to $2.3 

trillion USD globally by 2031.ii 

But this rapid evolution and growth in the sector is 

also making it more challenging than ever to stand out. 

In fact, it’s no longer just C-stores who are focused on 

becoming the convenient destination for their customers. 

Pharmacies and drug stores like CVS and Walgreens 

have essentially turned themselves into C-stores without 

petroleum by expanding their own retail and mini-

grocery off erings. Meanwhile, big grocery brands like 

Publix and Meijer have begun opening small-format 

stores convenient to residential areas.iii Even some 

eateries, like Starbucks, Pret A Manger, and Snap Kitchen, 

have expanded their range of meal service options to 

include prepared grab-and-go meals and snacks.iv 

To successfully compete in an environment where 

everyone is converging on convenience, you must lay 

a future-forward foundation that can fl exibly adapt to 

changes in the market as they happen. Indeed, nearly 

three-quarters (74%) of C-store executives say they 

need to be nimbler in experimenting with new ideas and 

adapting to changing shopper expectations, according 

to a report from C-Store Dive.v  

The key question remains how. 

Once known mostly for quick visits from consumers in a rush 
to refuel their vehicles, today’s C-stores are transforming 
themselves into full-on destinations for customers. 
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1 Make it Modular
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Food Forward Off erings
The fi rst “modules” considered should be food oriented. 

More than anything, modern C-stores have been hitting 

the gas on improving food and service off erings. As 

market researchers at Toshiba and Incisiv put it, “Food 

off ers C-stores a pathway to continued relevance.”vi  

Some well-known chains, including QuikTrip and Sheetz, 

have even opened gasoline-free locations that focus 

almost exclusively on food off erings. Sheetz calls this the 

“convenience restaurant” concept.vi Similarly, Wawa thinks 

of their approach as a “restaurant-to-go.”viii That said, 

C-stores have a unique opportunity to off er diff erent kinds 

of food off erings simultaneously, including the following.

•    Grocery. C-stores and grocers seem to be converging. 

Major grocery brands like Hy-Vee and Giant Eagle are 

pushing into the convenience space.ix In turn, C-stores 

are turning themselves into true corner markets 

where consumers can grab essentials, including fresh 

veggies and proteins as well as pantry staples. 

•    Private Label Café or Eatery. Nothing cultivates 

consumer loyalty like an off ering that makes the 

mouth water. Made-to-order meals, coff ee drinks, 
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To that end, breaking the visitor’s experience into 

modular zones creates more opportunities for engaging 

with the customer through a seamless sequence of 

storytelling opportunities that, all together, ultimately 

add up to more visits and more sales.

Even better, because most C-stores under-utilize 

many of these potential storytelling points, a 

modular approach also off ers superb opportunities 

for diff erentiation from competitors, while off ering 

infi nite fl exibility to design and build stores in a variety 

of locations and sizes. In other words, modularity 

makes it easy to incorporate a more diverse range of 

departments and produce off erings in order to adapt 

to evolving needs. For some or all of these modules, 

consider the following:

Today’s consumers don’t
just want a shop—they want
an experience.
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and/or freshly prepared baked goods are magnets 

for customers who want a quick and convenient 

culinary experience they can truly sink their teeth 

into. C-stores could well be the next generation of 

quick-service restaurants.

•    Grab-and-Go Foods. For those who want something 

even faster than made-to-order, prepared heat-and-

eat options can turn the C-store into a must-visit stop 

on the way home from work, from the kids’ soccer 

match, or whenever the fridge is empty for a quick 

and easy bite that’s faster than fast food and fresher 

than packaged meals. 

Retail & Service Off erings
Whether food is the fi rst draw or the value-add, C-stores 

can complete their transformation into “Everything for 

Everyone” destinations by dedicating space to retail and 

service essentials. By incorporating zones for pharmacy, 

beauty and hygiene, technology, banking, and more, they 

can turn themselves into the utmost in convenience: a 

one-stop spot for satisfying multiple needs at once.

•    Health/Pharmacy. With another module in the store 

dedicated to health and pharmaceutical sales, C-stores 

can grab yet another audience – and increase their 

cross-selling repertoire as someone comes in to grab 

a prescription, orders some food while they wait, and 

lingers while browsing other retail products. 

•    Beauty. Including a module dedicated to beauty, 

hygiene, and self-care products off ers another way to 

off er the ability to purchase essentials without having 

to take multiple trips. Better yet, the potential to 

private label beauty off erings can create customers 

loyal to a beauty brand they come to love.

•    E-Banking. If nothing else, include a bank of 

smart ATMs lets customers handle basic fi nancial 

transactions while on-site. Stores that want to break 

through barriers in customer experience can go even 

further, potentially partnering with fi nancial institutions 

to handle more advanced fi nancial transactions.

REINVENTING THE C-STORE: HOW TO DESIGN THE FUTURE FORWARD CONVENIENT STORE
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Cutting-Edge Off erings
•    Cannabis. Truly forward-thinking C-stores are seizing 

a cutting-edge opportunity to off er access to 

medicinal or recreational cannabis products (where 

allowed by law). In fact, this expansion has already 

begun: Jacksons Food Stores and Circle K, for 

example, have already signaled intent to incorporate 

or build alongside cannabis shops.x  

•    EV charging. C-stores have a prime opportunity 

not available to many other retailers or restaurants 

to turn themselves into a select destination for fast 

recharging of electric vehicles. That can even be 

parlayed into incentive for consumers to pop out of 

the car and do a little browsing or shopping while 

they wait. 
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2 Implement the 
Right Technology

Once the store has been segmented into modular zones, 

the next step is to embrace forward-looking technology 

that turns convenient into irresistibly convincing. 

In other words, a new business model founded on a 

food-forward approach combined with plentiful retail 

and service options cannot be operationalized without 

technology that exceeds customer expectations for 

convenience. Indeed, customers will penalize C-stores 

that don’t. According to research from technology 

company Bluedot, for example, “57% of c-store 

customers will leave and skip their purchase if there’s 

EVEN AS C-STORES EXPAND THEIR OFFERINGS, IMPROVING THE CONVENIENCE FACTOR REMAINS KEY.

REINVENTING THE C-STORE: HOW TO DESIGN THE FUTURE FORWARD CONVENIENT STORE



www.vgsstudiod.com 7

a line.” The answer to this and similar 

challenges is technology like the 

following: 

•    Self-ordering kiosks. Placing orders 

directly without waiting in line or 

dealing with other people has proven 

extremely popular – even as it boosts 

consumer spending by 30%.xii More 

than ever, self-ordering technologies 

are less diff erentiators for market 

leaders and more a baseline 

requirement for keeping up. 

•    Order ahead/Mobile ordering. Sixty-

three percent of consumers say they 

are more likely to visit a convenience 

store that has digital off erings like an 

app versus one that doesn’t.xiii That’s 

because they can quickly place an 

order from their personal device and 

just grab-and-go on their way. 

•    Self-checkout. Similar to self-

ordering, checkout is another area 

where customer experience can be 

enhanced improved by letting them 

handle it themselves. Faster, easier 

checkout pleases customers and 

increases throughput. AI-assisted 

self-checkout is even likely to begin 

outpacing traditional self-checkout.xiv  

•    Order pickup. If you let customers 

order ahead, why force them to 

interact with employees when they 

arrive to pick up their order? Use a 

cubby system that places orders for 

pickup into a touch-free, QR-code 

protected cabinet, eliminating the 

chaos of just stacking call-ahead 

orders on a counter.
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3 Deploy a Design Ethos
That Ties It All Together

The space should welcome patrons with an inviting, 

comfortable, and easy to navigate environment in 

which they can comfortably linger. That unifying 

design ethos is the secret sauce that underlies the 

convenience in C-store. Consider the following design 

and aesthetic elements:

•    Store layout. The most fundamental aspect of a 

prime C-store is something we’ve already discussed: 

modularity. This means more than just dissecting the 

fl oor plan into sections, however. It’s about creating 

fl exibility without sacrifi cing a frictionless fl ow that 

moves through the whole store. It’s also key to orient 

modular segments of the store around a high-value 

anchor point, like a café or dispensary.

•    Branding and atmosphere. C-stores that want to 

become a neighborhood destination, or even a hangout 

spot that includes multi-use areas outside the store, 

need to think about how their customers feel as they 

enter and move around the location. In fact, a modular 

design without smartly tailored branding will just 

feel generic and cookie-cutter. Layout underlies the 

customer’s experience; branding then brings it to life.

MODULARITY RISKS A FRACTURED EXPERIENCE, AND TECHNOLOGY CAN BE ALIENATING, UNLESS 
THEY ARE DEPLOYED WITH A CLEAR DESIGN ETHOS THAT PULLS EVERYTHING TOGETHER.

REINVENTING THE C-STORE: HOW TO DESIGN THE FUTURE FORWARD CONVENIENT STORE
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•    Selection of products. What you off er says 

a lot about who you are as a brand. Do your 

customers think of you when they want to 

host a last-minute cocktail party as readily 

as when they want to take a road trip? Do 

they think of you as a place to discover 

new and interesting products as much as a 

convenient spot to pick up a delicious meal 

on the way home? Your off erings will defi ne 

how your customers think about you.

•    Exterior. Don’t neglect the oft-underutilized 

outdoor section of your locations, which 

off ers plentiful opportunities to please the 

customer and attract locals driving past. 

From curbside pickup of meals or goods 

to drive-thru lanes where customers can 

quickly pick up anything from meals to 

prescriptions, the exterior can be used to 

upgrade the consumer’s convenience and 

experience as much as the interior.
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4
ONE UNDERAPPRECIATED FACET OF THE 
TRANSFORMATION HAPPENING IN THE C-STORE 
SPACE: LIBERATION FROM PETROLEUM SALES.

Certainly, many C-stores will continue to off er fueling 

options, including power options for electric vehicles. 

Others, however, will elevate their food and other 

off erings to the point where they no longer need to 

center their business around the customer’s vehicle. By 

untethering themselves from petroleum, these C-stores 

can branch out geographically away from areas zoned 

specifi cally for gas sales, opening up a huge range of 

potential real estate possibilities that may be more 

conveniently located for your target clientele. 

Beyond more strategic site selection, this increased 

geographic fl exibility can also potentially present 

new opportunities for partnerships, like with fi nancial 

institutions or cannabis dispensaries. For example, some 

dispensaries have been buying vacant neighborhood bank 

branches. These locations tend to be in highly traffi  cked 

areas, off er conveniences like drive-thrus, and house secure 

vaults to store valuable product. Simply by situating itself 

next door to strategic partners like these, a C-store can 

thus attract and capture a wider range of patrons.

Pick the Right Site

REINVENTING THE C-STORE: HOW TO DESIGN THE FUTURE FORWARD CONVENIENT STORE
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Become The 
Convenient Store

THE GOOD NEWS: NO ONE HAS YET 
CORNERED THE MARKET ON THE 
PERFECT CONVENIENT STORE.

Even better, there’s plentiful opportunity 

for diff erentiation. While all brands need to 

upgrade their customer off erings, C-stores—

even more than traditional grocers, 

restaurants, or any other retailers—have the 

ability to expand in almost any direction. 

Those expansive options can be woven 

together fl exibly and seamlessly through a 

clever modular design matched by the right 

technological support and branding. 

At heart, this means creating not just a 

simple C-store but an entire business model 

that has a diff erent kind of relationship 

with its patrons, not one limited to quick 

dashes for only basic items, but one that 

invites lingering and creates a community 

around itself. Now, rather than harried gas 

station customers, customers can relish a 

delicious cup of coff ee or fresh meal while 

idly fi lling their shopping cart on the way to 

the pharmacy, charging their EV, picking up 

a call-ahead order at a cannabis dispensary, 

or taking care of other errands. 

Ultimately, success for today’s C-stores 

will rest on how eff ectively they defi ne and 

enhance the customer’s experience. That’s 

how you turn a humble convenience store 

into the convenient store; and in doing so, 

dramatically expand market reach, boost 

the average basket, and cultivate the kind 

of customer loyalty that can carry the store 

forward into a bright future. 



Today’s foodservice brands, fast casuals and quick service restaurants should be using the entirety of the space itself 

to better express the brand’s culture and design aesthetic, communicate with guests, and drive desirable buying 

behavior. Too few are, and traffi  c is suff ering for it. Here’s what brands can do to reclaim that traffi  c and boost sales.

Our Capabilities
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Brand
Development

Name & Logo
Development

Interior Decor
& Signage

Art & 
Graphics

C A F É

Exterior
Signage

Shop-in-Shop Tactical Design
& Fabrication

Trade Dress

Exterior
Canopies

Drive Thru Technology
& Digital

Menu Boards
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