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  uring this year’s Convenience Retailing University event 
recently  held in Glendale, Arizona, Whirley-DrinkWorks! 
sponsored its second annual Dispensed Beverage Roundtable 
forum. The event brought together several of the industry’s 
top convenience retailers in an enlightening meeting of 

the minds to share ideas, trends, insights and solutions for 
managing and growing the dispensed beverage category.

Several key themes stood out during the interactive session, but all attendees 
began the discussion with a general consensus: the convenience segment is a 
complex and dynamic industry with many moving parts. Looking for ways to 
grow the overall foodservice categories may have some dispensed beverage 
category managers seeking new ways to market and promote their business.

Everything we know about dispensed beverages points to the tremendous 
growth opportunity for fountain, frozen and coffee programs. Recent data 
gathered from the NACS Shopper Panel, a joint study between NACS and 
Whirley-DrinkWorks!, shows that c-stores rank first or second among other 
competitors in the restaurant industry among consumers who visit two to 
six times a week for fountain drinks.  In addition, Chicago-based Technomic 
projects a 3.8% growth rate in hot dispensed sales at c-stores through 2018. 

WHIRLEY-DRINKWORKS! DISPENSED 
BEVERAGE ROUNDTABLE PARTICIPANTS 
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A key question for convenience retailers, marketers and vendor partners is 
how can they work together to expand sales and create excitement around 
dispensed beverages? And what are some strategies for success and best 
practices in the category? In the next few pages we’ll explore some solutions.

COFFEE: THINKING BEYOND DAYPARTS

All retailers agreed that coffee sales are strongest during the morning 
daypart. But there is potential for the hot dispensed category to 
contribute additional sales as a growth opportunity throughout the day. 

To capitalize on that opportunity, category managers and vendor partners 
need to closely examine ways to create more of a draw around coffee beyond 
breakfast. How can regular coffee be positioned as a mid-afternoon or late 
evening pick-me-up, or specialty coffee as a sweet, indulgent after-lunch treat? 
Underscoring quality and premium selections of coffee is vital, as consumers 
have come to expect a broad offering.

“I’m a firm believer that coffee drinkers 
know the difference between a cheap 
coffee and a really good coffee, and they 
will pay for the better coffee. And in my 
opinion, you will end up with better sales 
and better profits,” said Jim Cox, retail 
development manager, CITGO.

Rotation of coffee flavors is crucial 
too. “You need to bring in limited flavors, 
you need to keep it fresh, you need to 
make sure that you are changing it out,” 

advised Tara Anderson, category sales manager of Holiday Stationstores, 
Bloomington, Minn. “Flavor-wise, make sure you’re bringing in four to six 
different limited-time offer flavor changes.”  

Expanding upon the prominence of dispensed coffee speaks to opportunities 
across categories, and successful promotions in this particular area of the store 
can translate into benefits for other areas of the store as well.

“In the past we have not seen many promotions around coffee but recently 
some large QSR chains are advertising coffee to drive daypart sales,” said 
Jacqui Cintron, vice president of marketing at Whirley-DrinkWorks!. “There is 

“If you look at a promotion as only 
what happens in the category,  
I think you are missing part  
of what that promotion can do  
for your whole store.”  
JIM COX, RETAIL DEVELOPMENT MANAGER, CITGO

ATTENDEES GATHER TO KICK OFF THIS YEAR’S DISPENSED BEVERAGE ROUNDTABLE FORUM.
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an opportunity to promote a refill program around happy hour from 3p.m. and 
6p.m. or a 50-cent after 5p.m. deal. Also, creating a special, limited-time offer 
refill program can help drive excitement and sales, especially after the holidays 
when customers would appreciate a deal,” said Cintron.

Ultimately, the success of coffee throughout the day can positively impact 
overall traffic, sales and market basket. Data from the NACS Shopper Panel 
study also supports this: 44% of coffee and other dispensed beverage 
customers who refill using a mug say they’re very likely/extremely likely to 
purchase other items, including food, snacks and merchandise.

“My experience is that different areas in a store can do a promotion and other 
areas can benefit from it. If you look at a promotion as only what happens in 
the category, I think you are missing part of what that promotion can do for 
your whole store,” said Cox. 

FOUNTAIN VS. COLD VAULT

On the other end of the spectrum, there’s fountain to consider. While 
fountain drinks are indeed a primary driver of c-store visits, they can 
compete head-on with the myriad of beverage options available in 

the cold vault.

The challenge is how to change the perception that fountain needs to be a loss 
leader to drive traffic with year-long everyday “hot price” or “any size” offers. 

“When we do get what I call crazy 59-cent fountains or 79-cent fountains, we 
have to measure what kind of impact that has on our bottle/can sales, versus 
the $1.59 or the $1.79 drink,” said Damian Wyatt, beverage category manager, 
Mapco. “Granted, the margin may be the same or very close—you’re talking 
about giving up another dollar through that register. That’s something we have 
to keep a very close eye on just from a revenue standpoint.  We are always 
cognizant of that.”

“Convenience retailers may want to consider strategizing around how to 
leverage fountain beverages to drive traffic without sacrificing margin year-
long,” suggests Cintron. “If you look at what some c-store retailers are doing 
with branded limited-time offer (LTO) programs like RaceTrac’s SodaPalooza 
or Cumberland Farms’ Chug Jug summer promotions, it seems like they are 
creating customer engagement in addition to driving visits and sales, while not 
discounting disposables.”

The cold vault is also highly competitive within the customer’s consideration set 
due to the sheer variety of beverages available in the store.

LEVERAGE LTO FOUNTAIN REFILL PROGRAMS TO DRIVE TRAFFIC WITHOUT SACRIFICING MARGIN YEAR LONG.

THE SUCCESS OF 
COFFEE THROUGHOUT 

THE DAY CAN 
POSITIVELY IMPACT 
OVERALL TRAFFIC, 

SALES AND MARKET 
BASKET.
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JIM COX AND GREER PALMER ATTEND THE DISPENSED BEVERAGE ROUNDTABLE FORUM. 

“It used to be you would say customers are either a fountain customer or they 
are a can and bottle customer,” explained Anderson. “That’s kind of where we 
are struggling now; we don’t have the plethora of options on the cold drink bar 
to be able to kind of go against what’s in the cold vault. But if you can build a 
strong destination and drink bar, and put one in the cold vault, now you have 
captured everyone.”

This leaves category managers with a tough decision to make in terms of how 
many flavors and varieties are best to offer in a fountain program. Ideally, 
operators will want to present a good variety of flavors at the fountain, in 
order to please the 55% of consumers who visit c-stores weekly for dispensed 
fountain drinks.

“It’s interesting to watch the consumer, because we have to give them all these 
options.  They walk up to our fountain and you can see them kind of step back—
there are almost too many choices. So how do you find that balance of giving 
them choices, but not too many choices where it’s overwhelming?” observed 
Dawn Boulanger, vice president of marketing for TriStar Energy. 

But when fountain consumers were asked what was most important to them 
when choosing a c-store to buy a fountain drink, 41% said that it’s crucial for 
the store to offer a wide variety of fountain beverage flavors—the top response 
given by respondents. Secondary factors included variety of fountain beverage 
types as well as flavor and taste.

A key question exists around how retailers and vendor partners can work 
together to create and provide effective marketing support for both the 
fountain and cold vault categories?

“From our experience, although our vendor partners have been really good 
with providing support,  when you stack on all the foodservice and packaged 
goods, dispensed beverages gets shuffled down,” said Cory Schuh, director of 
retail store operations for Home Service Oil Co.

PLANNING TO WIN 

One of the key takeaways from the roundtable discussion was how 
a successful planning strategy necessitates a strong partnership 
between category managers and the marketing team to achieve 

company objectives. 
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One effective path to success may start with developing a best-in-class 
loyalty strategy. The NACS Shopper Panel study reveals that nearly half (49%) 
of consumers say they participate in a loyalty program that rewards and 
encompasses fountain drinks and coffee.

“Looking at loyalty and social media, we are not as advanced as we would like to 
be,” said Greer Palmer, director of cold dispensed beverage for Circle K North 
America. “We do lean heavily on vendors to help provide that loyalty aspect, to 
promote what’s in it for the customer.”

“Consumer research and industry best practices indicate that tying a refill mug 
LTO offer to an existing loyalty program can not only increase participation in 
the program but also drive frequency, market-basket spend and garner support 
from vendors during promotional periods to offset costs and drive profits. It’s 
a new way to rethink refill promotions but requires category and marketing 
support to be successful,” said Cintron.

Integrated marketing is the forward-
thinking approach to mapping out a 
winning strategy for dispensed programs. 

“Historically, the category team defined 
the marketing vision,” said Richard Poye, 
foodservice director for CST Brands. 

“There were people within a marketing 
team who helped create the visual aspect 
of how things looked, and they would bring 
in a dedicated marketing team to engage 
social media. But now, an integrated 
team comes up with the promotion. The 
category team talks to suppliers, and the 

marketing team has a base budget from that, so it’s a lot of holding hands with 
each other and making sure there’s a ‘kumbaya’ element when you’re relying on 
a promotion, and you go forward together.”

TriStar’s Boulanger offered a bit of a gut-check on how the c-store industry 
needs to reinvigorate its own mindset when it comes to integrating teams for 
marketing dispensed beverages. “We are in the process of changing, flipping 

PARTICIPANTS DISCUSS CONSUMER RESEARCH AND INDUSTRY BEST PRACTICES AT CRU.

“It’s interesting to watch the  
consumer, because we have to give 
them all these options. They walk  
up to our fountain and you can 
 see them kind of step back—there  
are almost too many choices.”  

—DAWN BOULANGER, VICE PRESIDENT OF MARKETING, TRISTAR ENERGY
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how we’ve done it in the past. We did our first integrated promotion, and it was 
a little bumpy. It’s a different way of doing things. It’s a work in progress to get 
people to think differently. In our world, traditional convenience-store people 
have done things the same way for a long time.”

“My department creates a marketing calendar and we sit down with marketing 
every month and go over our calendar,” explained Holiday’s Anderson. “And 
they integrate our calendar into candy and salty snacks and then layer it all in. 
Foodservice takes precedence, because that’s the driver. Most of our items get 
to stay where they are, and then the other ones have to claw their way on.”

Getting beverage promotions on the calendar far enough in advance to 
compete is a core challenge. “We try to get six months out,” said Mapco’s Wyatt. 

“It’s a struggle, though, it really is. Because someone will come out with the latest 
and greatest promotion and throw all kinds of funding toward it, and then you 
have to go back to your plan. It’s hard to do those types of things—you have to 
be extremely disciplined to plan that far out,” he added. 

Beyond planning, the retailer panelists 
agreed that program execution is 
critical to success. While the category 
itself will drive what will be promoted, 
it’s marketing and execution that will 
determine how it will be promoted. 
Successful execution begins and ends at 
the store level; one thing the roundtable 
panel agreed upon was that failure to 
execute is not an operational issue, it’s a 
planning and communication issue.

“We say within the category and marketing space, ‘Operations is never a 
weakness,’ said Palmer. “If operations wants to say that operations is a weakness, 
they can do that, and they will do that. But if something is not being executed at 
the store level—any kind of marketing program—that’s a failure of the planning 
process, because we did not provide the tools that operations needed.”

“We have a similar practice,” agreed Mapco’s Wyatt. “We have a saying called 
‘Easy to succeed, hard to fail.’ Basically, if they can’t place a sign correctly in a 
store, for example, it’s our problem. It’s not an operations problem. We didn’t 
provide them with the proper tools or the proper communication to succeed. 

CORY SCHUH SHARES HIS THOUGHTS AT THIS YEAR’S DISPENSED BEVERAGE ROUNDTABLE FORUM.

“We have a saying called ‘Easy to 
succeed, hard to fail.’ Basically, if they 
can’t place a sign correctly on a  
store, for example, it’s our problem. 
It’s not an operations problem.”  

—DAMIAN WYATT, BEVERAGE CATEGORY MANAGER, MAPCO
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And that takes a lot of disclosure, because it’s 
easy to go into a store and point the finger.”

“I think people in the stores have the hardest 
job because they are given a plan that’s been 
developed by a category person or a marketing 
team that’s not in that location. And if the 
marketing or the category team doesn’t fully 
understand all the different things going on in 
that store, it’s not going to be executed well, 
period,” said Poye.

MEASURING FOR SUCCESS

Attendees agreed that retailers must 
consider total market basket in measuring 
the success of dispensed beverage 

promotions.

“We do, of course, look at our margins,” said 
Anderson. “We judge every category by its sales, 
but we also poll market basket off every category. 
So we will poll what’s market basket with 
cigarettes, what’s market basket with ‘X,’ and if 
we run any specialty promotions—a hot sandwich 
deal, a hot beverage—we will run a market basket 
specific to that. We are all about the basket. 
We are much less about a specific thing, than 
[asking] how is it driving overall customer traffic? 
How is it driving overall sales?”

“It’s also important to understand what success 
looks like before you roll [a promotion] out,” 
advised Boulanger. “What’s the objective? What 
do you think success will look like and then how  
do you measure it?  

PLANNING TO WIN: 
BEST PRACTICES 
FOR INTEGRATED 
MARKETING 
SUCCESS

• Clearly define the objective for the 
promotion, what does success look 
like and how will you measure it.

• Remember: communicate the offer 
on every platform, from partners to 
loyalty program tie-ins

• Position shipper displays or racks 
next to your category promotion

• Door and window clings put the 
program out in front of the customer

• Pre-sell and push: keep customer 
engaged on social media

• Bring them inside: pump toppers and 
other outside signage help drive fuel 
customers in the door

• Don’t forget about crew incentives: 
your team is the main touchpoint 
to upsell your program, so explain, 
train, reward—and even encourage 
competition between stores and 
regions

ATTENDEES AGREED THAT RETAILERS MUST CONSIDER TOTAL MARKET BASKET IN MEASURING THE SUCCESS OF 
DISPENSED BEVERAGE PROMOTIONS.
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NEW IDEAS TO  
KEEP WINNING?
Growler stations may be  
what’s next. “We have growler stations in 
our stores, which essentially is a dispensed 
beverage; however, it’s handled currently by the 
alcohol side of the business,” said Mapco’s Wyatt. 

“And we are putting a lot of thought into whether 
or not that needs to go with the dispensed 
category manager. To be determined.”

Cold brew is hot… CST’s Richard Poye called 
dispensed cold-brew coffee a hot trend worth 
watching, while keeping regional preferences in 
mind. “The expansion of cold brew is occurring in 
multiple foodservice sectors across the U.S. There 
is potential for this trend in the long run, but it 
might not have equal adaption rates in all regions,” 
he  said.

… but frozen drinks may be even 
hotter. “There’s been a rejuvenation of frozen 
going on,” said Circle K’s Palmer. “I look at the 
more upscale concepts that are growing, such as 
Taco Bell Cantina, and they have a whole frozen 
wall, they really build their whole store around 
frozen dispensed beverages. I think that’s really 
interesting and we could learn a lot from them,” he 
said.

Dispensed protein can emphasize 
health in a fun way. Tara Anderson 
highlighted opportunities with dispensed protein 
drink machine, and their ability to capture the 
attention of the coveted millennial customer base. 

“People, especially millennials, want something 
different, they want something that feels kind 
of cool and a little bit more healthy. I think the 
concept is really cool.” 

Sometimes you might look at a new product 
that’s trying to go after a new consumer and 
you can’t measure that against your top-
selling item, because the objective is different. 
Make sure that everybody understands what 
the objective of the product is before you roll 
it out.” 

Setting the expectation ahead of time can 
help teams pinpoint a better metric for success. 

“People will go to sales or number of units sold, 
and if you compare an LTO coffee or LTO tea, 
you can’t measure that against your standard 
top-of-the-line brew that you do every day 
because you didn’t intend for it to sell equal 
amounts,” added Boulanger. “So looking at 
total market basket—I think that’s important,” 
she concluded.

“If you do a program where you are trying to 
grow same-store sales, you may take a hit in 
margin in the one category, but you can drive 
total margin, and that’s a good thing,” said 
Poye. “Look at it from that point. Or if there’s 
some sort of sustained benefit to the category 
post doing a promotion…you might be seeing 
lingering benefit to the category, where people 
are coming back in and getting the cup and 
paying the regular price, and so you might see 
the bump in margin.” 

Despite the challenges and hard work 
associated with executing an integrated 
marketing program, establishing a strong 
distinction from the cold vault or creating an 
efficient and high-results loyalty program, 
attendees agreed that sharpening focus on 
the basics is a smart approach.

“We sometimes try to outsmart ourselves; we 
try to be too innovative," says Mapco's Wyatt.  

"Everyone wants to have the next best, greatest 
thing and sometimes when we do that, we 
forget to focus on what truly got us here, and 
that’s the core—fountain and coffee.”


