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BY AL RICKARD

14 ASSOCIATION PUBLISHING

he top staff executives of the National

Association of Convenience Stores (NACS),

Alexandria, VA, knew they had a successful

organization. Driven by.The NACS Show, an
annual exposition of 1,000 exhibitors and 22,000
attendees, NACS is the dominant organization in
the convenience store industry.

Suppliers—including major players such
as Philip Morris and PepsiCo—are strong
supporters of NACS. Nearly 100 of the
1,700 NACS supplier members, in fact, pay
25 times their normal annual membership
dues ($15,000 compared to $600) to be
members of the exclusive “Hunter Club”
{(named after the founding executive direc-
tor of NACS). They receive an enhanced
level of benefits, including advance selec-
tion of exhibit space and access to the
annual NACS Leadership Assembly.

Yet NACS has traditionally gone to great
lengths to prevent the “commercialization”
of its offerings. Except for exhibits and the
Hunter Club, suppliers had few ways to
purchase exposure to their customers. No
sponsorships. No advertising. Instead, NACS
built a culture based on relationships and a
promise to its customers that knowledge,
products, and services would be delivered
largely in a non-commercial environment.
That model helped the NACS retailer mem-
bership grow from 1,427 companies in

ainst

1990 to about 2,100 companies today.

Yet despite this success, there was a need
to belter communicate the value proposi-
tion that NACS offered. Call it branding.

THE BRANDING ISSUE

In an industry full of external frade mag-
azines (four independent and two published
by trade associations), NACS had never
launched a magazine of its own. Instead,
information about products and services
was delivered through a diverse set of vehi-
cles, including a twice-monthly newsletter, a
daily e-mail update, and a variety of
brochures and flyers on other products and
offerings. This campaign lacked a focal
point—a single publication that could rein-
force the NACS brand in a bold way.

The presence of the trade magazines—
some independent and some published by
smaller associations also serving the c-store
mdustry—didn’t make this challenge any
easier. But relations with the trade press
were good. So good, in fact, that advance
highlights of one of the signature NACS
products—an annual state-of-the-industry
report featuring sales data and trend analy-
sis—were given to the leading external trade
magazine for use before the NACS release
of the report. Some trade magazines also
capitalized on The NACS Show by publish-
ing pre-show, on-site, and post-show issues
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HOW AND WHY
THE NATIONAL
ASSOCIATION OF
CONVENIENCE
STORES
LAUNCHED A
MAGAZINE IN A
TOUGH ECONOMY.

jam-packed with exhibitor advertising.

While generating exposure for NACS
products, this coverage did not yield a
financial return to the association. To the
contrary, significant advertising revenue
accrued to the outside publications. More
important, this pattern of information flow
diluted the brand. NACS leaders asked,
“Why should our members look to outside
magazines for information about our most
important products?”

A WINNING PITCH

In the summer of 2001, NACS decided
to solve this dilemma by conducting a feasi-
bility analysis and developing a business
plan to launch a magazine.

“Our members gain tremendous benefits
from NACS, but they are not fully aware of
our value proposition,” says NACS Senior
Vice President for Communications and
Public Relations Lindsay Hutter. “The
strength of our trade show, the extensive
content of knowledge we offer through
meetings and major research reports, and
everything our members told us about their
communication needs indicated that a mag-
azine could succeed. We knew that NACS
would be more successful with a strong
communication vehicle to build and rein-
force our brand among our members and
within the industry.”

Despite the presence of several compet-
ing magazines, the brand equity and rela-
tionships NACS had built in the market-
place poinied Lo an opportunity to success-
fully launch such a publication. The maga-
zine would also tell a comprehensive story
about NACS and its value proposition in a
way that no trade publication ever would.

There were risks, to be sure. Competition
from the six trade magazines. A soft adver-
tising market. A potential reduced level of
NACS coverage in the trade press. Bul the
analysis showed that none of these risks
outweighed the positive aspects of launch-
ing a magazine:

« The editorial content would break new
ground in the industry, delivering the NACS
perspective on industry issues in a provoca-
tive way, providing practical knowledge and
solutions to member problems, and creating
a high-quality, efficient way to communicate
with members.

* Potential advertisers—consisting of
major suppliers that were loyal exhibitors at T wough its marketing materials

: and staff structure, the National
The NACS Show-said they would support Association of Convenience

the magazine. ) ) Stores talkes a one-stop-shopping
* An internal financial analysis showed approach to connect industry
that NACS would also save on printing and suppliers with customers.

production costs by consolidating many dis-

parate publications into a single magazine.
The NACS Executive Committee re-

viewed a comprehensive business plan for a






