46 nacsonline.com

FEBRUARY 2010

AS A CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGIST, I have up-close and personally
learned about my discipline’s great tradition by studying tribes and
tribal wisdom from around the world. Anthropology has explored
social relationships that have existed since the dawn of civiliza-
tion. And while alotofourjargon can get pretty obscure, I see many
of the same tribal patterns in our culture today — from the cult-like
following of Apple fanatics to the great sports fan rivalries.

But it wasn’t until I began working on a research and design in-
novation project in convenience stores that I began to look more
closely at another curious sub-section of consumer culture and a
truly exotic tribe known affectionately as “the fast and the furious.”
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Many of you are aware of this phrase
from the popular Fast & the Furious
movie franchise. And you may have also
figured out that the same folks who
watch these movies also frequent conve-
nience stores for gas, energy drinks,
snacks and maybe even a pair of fuzzy
dice, too. Beyond entertainment value,
these films tell the story of amodern tribe
that values mobility, thrives on a fast pace
and worships a car-centric lifestyle.

And those qualities are not limited to

young, action-seeking males, but to
others comprising the convenience store
audience — everyone from working
grandmothers to professional sales peo-
ple, construction guys to high school
students, house painter crews to even
the occasional professional loiterer, and
many others.

“The fast and the furious” speaks to
a larger-scale insight about the conve-
nience store experience, the relation-
ship between the store and its con-

sumers and ultimately, the industry’s
greater potential.

GETTING STARTED

For 12 months a diverse team of retail and
consumer behavior experts from Shook
Kelley — self-described as an “atypical
design firm with a focus on leveraging
consumer perceptions” — lived, as they
say, “like the natives” and hung out in
convenience stores. While the majority
of our time was spent observing con-
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TO GET “CONVENIENT TRUTHS"”
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more modular concepts.

We hope that you will take the opportunity to talk
further with Cadbury to gain more insights on the
thinking that went into these renderings, as well as
learning about the full spectrum of design solutions

Shook Kelley has been working on.

For more information about “Convenient Truths,”
contact Andrew Capron at andrew.capron@cadbury.
com or Dave Fleischer at dave.fleischer@cadbury.com. |

sumers, we also talked informally with
consumers, interviewed industry execu-
tives and studied the industry at large.
The project, “Convenient Truths,”
was conducted in collaboration with
Cadbury North America, which com-
missioned, funded and guided the study.
Although a gum and candy company,
Cadbury specifically directed us to not
restrict the project to consumer buying
habits of confections, but to expand the
scope of our study to include an entire
collection of rituals, habits, behaviors
and perceptions consumers experience
in convenience stores.
The primary goals of the project:
eGather insights on how the conve-
nience store environment is perceived
and shapesbehavior.
eDevelop store design strategies and
techniques to enhance the consumer’s
shopping experience.
eDiscover ways to increase the quantity
of shoppingoccasions, dwell times and
basket sizes.

Going beyond traditional survey re-
search, we sought to break down the con-
sumer experience into three dimensions:
1. The physical level includes the physi-
cal layout of the store, from the path-
ways consumers take to the visual
communications they see.
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Recognizing a greater potential for
the convenience store industry, Cad-
bury contacted Shook Kelley to fur-
ther explore the industry’s possibilities. Based on a wide
set of research insights, this projectinformed ideas from
our design team —including architects, graphic design-
ers and interior designers — that are leading to innova-
tive new approaches to the convenience store.

But like any design problem, there’s no single or one-
size-fits-all solution for every convenience store. That is
why we pushed ourselves to develop a range of possi-
bilities for the industry, from total store redesigns to

2. The emotional level looks at consum-
ers’ mindsets and the way they feel in
the space.

3.The social level considers the shared
meanings and rituals,aswell asthe actual
social interactions inside of the store.

In describing “the fast and the furious,”
the emotional dimension of the conve-
nience store experience takes prece-
dence. Complete physical and social
insights, as well as design solutions for all
three sets of problems, are included in
the “Convenient Truths” study.

THE FAST
For 17 years, Shook Kelley has studied
the habits of consumers in a variety of
places — grocery stores, shopping cen-
ters, restaurants, even universities. And
while convenience stores share some
similarities with other foodservice re-
tailers, the plainest difference is the in-
credibly fast pace of c-store consumers.
For anyone in the industry, this find-
ing is obvious. Both industry experts
and store clerks explained that conve-
nience store consumers are always in a



hurry. Or, as several industry people told
us, “They want to get in and get out.”

But we don’t believe that accepting
this conventional wisdom is good for
business. Why? Because we know from
other industries that when consumers
shop fast, they experiment less, try less
and ultimately buy less. The goal in re-
tail is to slow down consumers and get
them to engage more emotively with the
products.

Here’s a deeper question we wanted
to answer: What does convenience
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store speed really mean? And what
happens when consumers move atsuch
afastpace?

In our comparative research, we
looked atcafeslike Starbucksand Dunkin’
Donuts, and quick-service chains like
McDonald’s, Chipotle and Panera Bread.
Although most consumers stopped by
these food destinations in a hurry, we no-
ticed how the environments slowed them
down to areasonable degree and put con-
sumers in the right mood for a coffee,
snack or sandwich.

THE PIT STOP MENTALITY
During our observations, we heard re-
peatedly that hurried convenience store
consumers use the store like a “pit stop.”
One of the retail design principles that
Shook Kelley has discovered through
years of experience is that functional
environments create functional con-
sumer behaviors and mindsets. And few
activities could be framed in a more
functional way than a pit stop.

In a car race, the purpose of the pit
stop is to get only the essentials, fill the
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Are consumers really in such a
hurry? Or, are convenience stores
prompting consumers to act like
they should be in a hurry?

tank and get out — the quicker the bet-
ter. Pitstops are not places where people
think, engage or consider possibilities.
The pit stop mentality is all about know-
ing what you want before you arrive.

And at the pit stop, it’s preferable to
leave the ignition on — perhaps why we
saw so many consumers holding their car
keys in their hands while shopping con-
venience stores. Consumers, in essence,
are signaling to themselves and commu-
nicating to everyone around them that
they are still really in a car-driving
mindset. Prompted to treat the store as a
pit stop, consumers do exactly that.

Butwhile we certainly spotted alot of
consumers who moved through the con-
venience store quickly, what we didn’t
always see was a sense of certainty or
clarity when it came to knowing exactly
what they needed from the store.

Bodylanguage suggested thatconsum-
ers were actually unsure of exactly what
they needed. We spotted wandering eyes,
hesitant pauses and puzzled head
checks that indicated a degree of ques-
tioning and curiosity. (As a general rule,
body language is far more telling than
verbal communication inside stores.)

Granted, this was not the degree of
curiosity that we often see among con-
sumers in grocery stores, fashion retail
or shopping malls, but it was nonethe-
less an indication that consumers were
not as inclined to embrace a “pit stop”
mentality as industry wisdom would
suggest. In other words, we believe there
is more to the consumer’s purchase po-
tential than what’s currently leveraged
intoday’s convenience stores.

For our team, this raised a very criti-
cal question: Are consumers really in
such ahurry? Or, are convenience stores
prompting consumers to act like they
should beinahurry?

THE FURIOUS

Understanding the emotional state of
consumers can be a challenging task, of-
tentimes because human beings in gen-

eral, and men in particular, have trouble
putting their feelings into words.

This is even more the case when peo-
ple are faced with challenging negative
emotions — like indignation, unhappi-
ness or frustration — that are often re-
lated to life’s daily stresses, such as rush
hour traffic,arguments at work or home,
or just the frustration of trying to find
some time to eat a good meal.

What we noticed most often in our
observational research was that con-
sumers entered the convenience store
with a serious “game face” on, which
is really an attempt to cover up their
emotional mindset. We interpreted con-
sumers’ rapid pace and “game face” ap-
pearance as an indication of their
“furious” state. And by furious, we mean
a combination of emotions that include
intensity, determination and briskness.

To complicate matters, we also recog-
nized that convenience store consumers
have to insert store trips around relatively
brief openings in their daily schedule.
This inability to fully plan and control
their time, combined with their furious-
ness, speaks to the emotional baggage
consumers bring with them into the store.

Butdespite these and other emotional
insights, the generally accepted indus-
try wisdom we encountered was that
convenience store consumers are not
very emotional and don’t respond well
to emotional appeals.

GETTING EMOTIONAL

At times, the industry’s perspective on
consumer behavior sounded more like
an objective description of some alien
speciesrather than the real life story of a
group of human beings. But we all know
that convenience store consumers are
the same people who leave the store and
live a real life, heading off to work,
school, home or other retail destina-
tions. Emotions are not something these
people can turn on and off easily. These
emotions are always present, lurking in
every life situation and environment.



Because consumers are not typically
considered emotionally connected to
their stores, their shopping trips or the
products they purchase, it makes sense
that most convenience stores are ac-
cordingly designed as functional, clean
and straightforward places. The net ef-
fect of this, however, is often a store
that’sbland, story-less and uninspiring.

We studied recently redesigned store
brands that did try to include a more
emotional tone of voice, and we com-
monly saw the use of colors, imagery and

places. Take, for instance, how Harley-
Davidson leveraged mid-life crisis males’
deeply complex emotional mindsets
to put them into a more inspirational
— and aspirational — place. And a
number of young adult brands, from
AXE body spray to ESPN, Jack In The
Box to Mountain Dew, are leveraging
irreverent humor and satire to commu-
nicate with consumers who may have a
more cynical view of their world.

To put it lightly, these types of con-
sumers don’t respond well to harmony

ARECONVENIENCESTORES TRULY UN-EMOTIONAL SPACES
— OR ARE THEY SIMPLY MISSING THE EMOTIONAL MARK?

text that spoke in either a “fun” voice for
kids or a “feminine” voice for women.
Many of the new store design elements
tried to create a message that communi-
cated harmony, comfort and joy.

But while we understand the desire
to reach newer audiences through store
decor packages, many convenience
stores still miss the opportunity to com-
municate more strongly with their core
audience: the fast and the furious.

By trying to make these fast and furi-
ous consumers feel more childlike, fem-
inine or harmonious, these approaches
don’t embrace the emotional reality of
what hardworking men and women
who stop by the convenience store have
to deal with on an everyday basis. Their
furious mindset is a kind of emotional
baggage that they carry into the store
from somewhere else in their lives.

At the same time, we noticed that
store environments aren’t really leverag-
ing this emotional mindset — but a store
design strategy should have a clear posi-
tion on what to do here.

Many other retail environments and
brands have already figured out ways to
break down the “game face” and speak
to audiences in challenging emotional

and joy. But they do relate to messages
that poke fun at the way society works
and may even try to undermine authority.

These insights raised, for us, a critical
question of whether convenience stores
are truly un-emotional spaces — or are
they simply missing the emotional mark?

THE GREATER POTENTIAL
If there’s one major insight cultural an-
thropology has to teach us, it’s this:
Studying different cultures can show us
that our own way of doing things isn’t
necessarily natural or inevitable.
Thissamerule applies to the way that
businesses get caught up into routine
ways of looking at their consumers.
Justas every culture owns a legacy of
traditional wisdom, every industry
owns a legacy of conventional wisdom
— and for the most part, this wisdom
serves them well. But when conven-
tional wisdom becomes simply the min-
imum standard by which businesses
operate, they can begin to miss out on a

greater potential.

Michael G. Powell, Ph.D.is a cultural
anthropologist and brand strategist at
Shook Kelley.
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