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Somewhere around age eight, I joined the subscription economy. Of course, it wasn’t called that way back in the early 1960s. But with Mom’s
assistance, I started subscribing to a magazine called Highlights, which I ﬁrst discovered while nervously waiting for a check-up at the dentist’s
oﬃce.
The magazine was a wonderful distraction because it was ﬁlled with games, puzzles and stories that kept my mind oﬀ the fast-approaching march
to the dentist’s chair. Once I started receiving Highlights at home, the magazine’s monthly arrival in our mailbox with my name stamped across the
label was clear proof this it was, indeed, mine.
Thanks to Amazon and other savvy online retailers, the subscription economy has become less about magazines and more about receiving
anything, from razor blades to meal kits to ground coﬀee to water ﬁlters, with the digital tap of a ﬁnger. Which probably leaves many c-store
owners, managers and vendors wondering: Is this evolving subscription economy something that will ultimately hurt me—or possibly help me?
Answer: If you don’t start paying serious attention to it—perhaps even ﬁguring out some simple ways for it to help you—there’s a good chance it will
overtake you in the coming decades. Consider this: Over the past ﬁve years, subscription businesses grew their revenue more than 15% annually,
which is nine times faster than S&P 500 company revenues and four times faster than domestic retail sales during the same period, estimates Tien
Tzuo, CEO of the cloud-based subscription management provider Zuora.

“

We are becoming conditioned to believe that the ultimate convenience is
going online and finding exactly what we want—and with a few keystrokes, it
shows up at your door.”

What exactly is the subscription economy? At its simplest, it’s a daily, weekly or monthly contract consumers make to pay an agreed-upon amount
to receive a product or service. Typically, the product shows up at your front door. The real driver behind the digital subscription is having it arrive
at your home without having to jump in the car. In other words, the subscription economy is about convenience.

Convenience? Wait. Isn’t that supposed to be our specialty? Amazon is on a mission to turn the retail industry on its head—taking the c-store world
on the same bumpy ride with all other retailers. So, c-store owners who want to lessen the bumps need to ﬁgure out ways—even small ways—to
show their customers that they can be just as convenient as, gulp, Amazon.
“We are becoming conditioned to believe that the ultimate convenience is going online and ﬁnding exactly what we want—and with a few
keystrokes, it shows up at your door in a few days, or even a few hours,” says Doug Stephens, founder of Retail Prophet, a retail future consultancy.
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There is no “simple” ﬁx for the competition that Amazon presents to c-stores, says Stephens. “But there are certain ‘table stakes’.” For one, every cstore has to at least have a discussion about delivery, he says.
At the same time, c-stores need to think about how to appeal to a growing population of millennials who are less interested in owning and more
interested in sharing. The same group equates multitasking with convenience, he says. So, the trip to the convenience store might be twinned with
a quick workout at an adjacent ﬁtness facility or with a manicure at an adjacent nail spa.
The auto industry is being forced to make similar decisions as the c-store industry, says Stephens. “They are preparing for a world where fewer
people own vehicles; more people share rides and more people own electric vehicles.”
Perhaps that’s why 7-Eleven has tried several eﬀorts to adjust to the Brave New World. It has partnered with Door Dash, a delivery service. And it
has installed Amazon Lockers for package delivery at some locations.
But the solution doesn’t have to be this complex, says Greg Smith, head of retail marketing at Partner & Napier, a brand strategy agency. Smith
suggests that making an occasional customer a regular customer has the same bottom line eﬀect as enlisting a “subscriber.” That, he says, can be
easily done with eﬀective loyalty programs that reward customers and encourage them to return. “Just give them a reason to create frequency,” he
says. C-stores can even compete with subscription meal kit suppliers like Blue Apron, he says, by providing very high quality, prepared meals that
folks can quickly and eﬃciently pick up on the way home.
To be successful in a subscription economy, Smith says, it won’t just be about how c-stores use their interior space, but their exterior space, too.
Perhaps the exterior can become something of a transportation hub linked with car and bike sharing, he suggests.
No, c-stores can’t go one-on-one with Amazon, but they don’t really have to. They just need to keep ﬁnding innovative and creative ways to
compete with the new 500-pound gorilla of convenience. Or, perhaps, some savvy entrepreneur will create a new c-store business model.
Just as Airbnb came up with a new model for the hospitality industry and Uber came up with a new model for transportation, someone will
ultimately come up with a new model for c-stores, says Stephens. “It takes a lot of creativity and courage—and even a willingness to put your
current model out of business,” he says.
I’d wager my copy of Highlights magazine that there’s at least one taker out there who’s ready to lead the c-store industry back toward being even
more convenient.
Related: Consumers (/category/Consumers), Trends and Research (/category/Trends-and-Research)

About Bruce Horovitz
Bruce Horovitz is a former USA Today marketing reporter and Los Angeles Times marketing columnist. He can be reached at
brucehorovitz@gmail.com (mailto://www.brucehorovitz@gmail.com).

https://www.nacsmagazine.com/issues/september-2017/subscription-economy

2/4

9/5/2017

Subscription Economy | NACS MAGAZINE

0 Comments
 Recommend

1


NACS Magazine

Login

Sort by Best

⤤ Share

Start the discussion…
LOG IN WITH

OR SIGN UP WITH DISQUS ?

Name

Be the ﬁrst to comment.

✉ Subscribe d Add Disqus to your siteAdd DisqusAdd

Privacy

Articles You May Be Interested In
February 2017
ENDCAP

GOT HOLIDAYS? (/ISSUES/FEBRUARY-2017/GOT-HOLIDAYS)
By Bruce Horovitz

February 2017
FEATURE

A BALANCED DIET (/ISSUES/FEBRUARY-2017/BALANCED-DIET)
Surveyed consumers insist they want healthy foods, but they also crave waﬄe breakfast sandwiches and oversized, spicy hot dogs.
By Pat Pape

February 2017
FEATURE

DON'T BE TRASHY (/ISSUES/FEBRUARY-2017/DONT-BE-TRASHY)
Litter is among the most highly cited reasons why people don't want a convenience store in their community.
By Pat Pape

Popular Articles
FEATURE

IT'S SHOW TIME! (/ISSUES/SEPTEMBER-2017/ITS-SHOW-TIME)
The NACS Show connects convenience retailers to everything they need for operating a successful business.
REFRESH

REFRESHING OUR INDUSTRY (/ISSUES/SEPTEMBER-2017/REFRESHING-OUR-INDUSTRY)
FEATURE

IT'S SHOW TIME! (/ISSUES/AUGUST-2017/ITS-SHOW-TIME)
https://www.nacsmagazine.com/issues/september-2017/subscription-economy

3/4

9/5/2017

Subscription Economy | NACS MAGAZINE

IT'S SHOW TIME! (/ISSUES/AUGUST-2017/ITS-SHOW-TIME)
Back in Chicago for 2017, the NACS Show continues to connect you to everything you need to operate a successful business.

Cool New Products

KRAVE Sticks
The Hershey Company
View All (http://www.nacsonline.com/Magazine/CoolNewProducts/Pages/default.aspx)

Popular Categories
NACS News (/category/nacs-news)
Feature (/category/feature)
Quick Hits (/category/quick-hits)
Retailer Focus (/category/retailer-focus)
Trends and Research (/category/trends-and-research)
Legislative (/category/legislative)
Foodservice (/category/foodservice)

NACS Magazine App
Download NACS Magazine directly to your device.
With your membership or subscription, you gain access to both the print and digital editions of NACS.
DOWNLOAD NOW (HTTP://WWW.NACSONLINE.COM/MAGAZINE/PAGES/MOBILEAPP.ASPX)

https://www.nacsmagazine.com/issues/september-2017/subscription-economy

4/4

