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Part of that depends on the impres-
sion you make on potential customers 
before they ever pull into your loca-
tion. The image you present has to be 
one that makes customers feel confi-
dent. If your store doesn’t portray an 
image of professional, reliable service 
right from the start, your customers 
will likely just keep on driving by.

For locations branded with one of the 
major labels, much of the brand’s re-
quirements determine what market-
ers are able to do. But what about 
the c-store without the branding of a 
major company? Fortunately, there are 
tools and resources available to these 
independent IPMA/IACS members to 
help them build a brand to be proud of.

One of the resources Illinois market-
ers and c-store owners can use to 

beef up their branding is Spirit®, the 
brand owned by the Petroleum Mar-
keters Association of America (PMAA) 
and managed by the Petroleum Mar-
keters Oil Company, LLC (PMOCO). 
Members in good standing of IPMA/
IACS or any of the 47 other PMAA-
member associations are eligible 
to become Spirit® brand licensees. 
Spirit® provides a number of optional  
services to its licensees, including 
credit card processing, financial ser-
vices, back-room support and more.

The View 
from the Street
Vera Haskins, president of Spirit®, 
noted that curb appeal is always im-
portant for any branding and market-
ing effort. “It has to look good!” she 
noted. “If your store doesn’t look good 

from the street, your image isn’t going 
to work.”

Developing a brand can be difficult 
for independent marketers, Haskins 
said. “It can be hard to see past your 
personal feelings to see what the mar-
ket sees,” she acknowledged. “‘Char-
lie’s Gas’ may sound good to you, but 
maybe nobody knows who Charlie is 
outside your city. Sometimes it’s bet-
ter to have a national face, rather than 
just the local.”

For business owners with multiple lo-
cations, or for locations that share a 
common regional or national brand, 
a consistent look is critical, Haskins 
said. “You may do very well with your 
store’s upkeep and maintenance and 
keep your store looking good, but, if 
others don’t do that throughout the 
brand, you stand to lose business by 
association,” she observed. “You have 
to make sure they maintain and require 
compliance throughout the brand.”

That compliance, however, can be 
taken to extremes on occasion, par-
ticularly with major national brands. 
“Some brands can take off points for 
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compliance if your ‘Push’ and ‘Pull’ 
signs are a half-inch off,” Haskins 
chuckled. “But compliance can be 
done in a way that isn’t that extreme 
but still lets you maximize your  
brand’s value.”

This balance of a consistent image 
without “extreme” requirements has 
given rise to what Haskins referred 
to as “second-tier” brands like Spir-
it®. “There’s a trend away from the 
major oil companies and looking at 
these second-tier brands, regardless 
of what that brand may be,” she said. 
“People are looking for the freedom of 
choice and to be able to get out from 
some of the requirements the major 
oil companies have.”

Spirit® Soars
And, with its patriotic eagle image and 
its red, white and blue color scheme, 
Spirit® is all about freedom for its li-
censees. One of the most popular pro-
grams the brand offers to licensees 
is called Test Drive. In this program, 
marketers will send photos of their 
current locations, including signage, 
pumps, canopies and other elements, 
to Spirit®. These images are then sent 
back to them with the elements digi-
tally replaced with Spirit® branding, 
providing an easy way to show just 
how a site will look with its brand-new 
look. “It’s a phenomenal advantage for 
everybody,” Haskins said.

Another popular program Spirit® offers 
involves marketing materials, such as 
ads and press releases. These mate-
rials emphasize the local connections 
of the marketer while simultaneously 
showcasing the sleek, sophisticated 
image Spirit® offers. “That’s really 
the premise of Spirit® — that these 
are your local people, not big oil,”  
Haskins stated. 

New options are available to market-
ers who want to expand their brand 
identity under the Spirit® banner, 
Haskins explained. “As of May, we’re 
offering the option of prefabricated 
door skins and valances for our licens-
ees,” she said. “We’ve always used a 
decaling system in the past, but this 
will be a much more in-depth option, 
especially in cooler climates. We also 
offer a number of options for fuel 
dispensers, including doors, panels  
and more.”

Image Is Everything
In the modern age, perhaps more than 
ever before, a brand can make — or 
break — a business. Building and 
maintaining a solid, reliable brand for 
your business is crucial in your efforts 
to bring customers in off the street 
and through your c-store’s doors — a 
fact Haskins emphasized. 

“To use a phrase from one of the auto 
companies, this is not your father’s 
petroleum business,” Haskins said. 
“The world has changed so much in 
the last 20 years. But it’s important to 
realize that, as much as it’s changed 
since then, it’s going to change that 
much or more in the next 20 years.

“Margins are so minimal,” she con-
tinued. “You’ve got to position your 
business to be as profitable as it can 
possibly be. The bottom line is that 
you have to answer this question: 
‘What’s best for my business?’”

For some, that may mean firming up 
their branding efforts. For others, 
that may mean an entirely new brand 
strategy. “Take the time to determine 
what’s best for you and your busi-
ness,” she advised. “Evaluate each 
option carefully and without emotion. 
Realize that, just because something’s 
done the way your father used to do 
it, it might not be what you need to do 
now to succeed.”
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