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Practical Ways to Generate 
Better Food Ideas
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Presenter

End-to-end innovation 
leadership—from insight 
and trends to strategy, 
ideation, and research 
execution.

GINA HAMPE
Senior Innovation Manager

INNOVATION PATHWAYS

Food Innovation Strategist | Consumer Insight Leader | Ideation Expert

● Helps companies identify where consumer demand, food culture, and 
business opportunity intersect

● Identifies emerging consumer needs and cultural shifts

● Reveals the motivations behind consumer choices

● Translates insight into product, menu, and brand opportunities

● Builds dynamic platforms, concepts, and innovation pipelines

● Brings experience across CPG, foodservice, and menu innovation

● Has supported brands including Kraft Heinz, Kellogg’s, Coca-Cola, 
Lamb Weston, Smithfield Culinary, Potbelly, and Bonchon
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65+
Employee-owners 

across the San Francisco 
Bay Area and Chicago 

Innovation Centers

Multi-Disciplined, 
Experienced Professionals
Strategists, Scientists, Chefs 
& Scale-up Specialists

Driven by 
a passion 
for food

Provide End-to-End 
Solutions, from White 

Space thru 
Commercialization
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From CPG to Foodservice, Fun to Functional, Fresh to Frozen:
We Work Across 100% Share of Stomach

CPG FOODSERVICE STARTUPS & 
ENTREPRENEURS

DIETARY 
SUPPLEMENTS

COMMERCIAL 
& NOVEL 

INGREDIENTS



Today’s Conversation



Convenience foodservice is becoming a more 
important part of the total store experience and a 
bigger driver of traffic, loyalty, and differentiation. At 
the same time, operators are working within real 
constraints around labor, equipment, space, speed, 
and value.

We’re here to explore how convenience operators can 
generate better food ideas by focusing on real 
customer needs, learning from what is happening in 
stores, and using simple processes to test and refine 
ideas over time.

Key takeaway:
The goal is not innovation for its own sake. The goal is to create 
food programs that work better for customers and work better for 
the business.

“C-stores are 
increasingly seen 
as real food 
destinations”
C-stores are increasingly competing with QSRs, and 
consumers are reporting improvement in variety, quality, 
and freshness. 

Variety  +40%
Quality  +35%
Freshness  +33%

— Datassential, 2026 C-Store Foodservice Trends



Blurred lines between 
C-store FS and QSR

In 2026, c-stores are increasingly being 
viewed as legitimate foodservice destinations 
that compete directly with QSRs, not just 
places for gas and snacks. 

72% of shoppers now view C-
stores as a viable alternative to 
quick-service restaurants.

— NACS, June 2025

Thinking Differently About Food 
Innovation in Convenience Stores

Convenience foodservice innovation does not look the same 
for every operator. 

Some retailers have culinary teams and test kitchens. 

Others are managing a handful of stores and learning through small 
in-store experiments.

What matters is not the size of the organization. What matters is 
having:
● a clear problem to solve
● a strong understanding of the customer
● a willingness to test, learn, and improve

PRACTICAL WAYS TO GENERATE BETTER FOOD IDEAS

Key takeaway:
Innovation is not about chasing big ideas. It is about solving real 
unmet needs for the people who walk into your stores every day.



“Visible quality cues matter”
Visible quality signals — clean coffee stations, 

fresh ingredient displays, and well-maintained 
prep areas — help reinforce the reputation gains 
c-stores are making in foodservice.

— Datassential, 2026 C-Store Foodservice Trends

What Innovation Really Means 
in C-Store Foodservice

In convenience foodservice, innovation can take many forms. It might 
mean launching a new menu item, improving packaging, adjusting 
operations, adapting ideas from restaurants or QSR, or partnering 
with suppliers, distributors, or local businesses.

Useful questions to ask include:
● What is working in other channels that could work here?
● What are customers asking for that we do not currently offer?
● What eating occasions or unmet needs can we serve better than 

nearby competitors?

INNOVATION IS OFTEN SIMPLER AND MORE PRACTICAL THAN PEOPLE THINK

Key takeaway:
Innovation does not have to be completely new to the world. 
Often, it is about executing the right idea better for your customer 
and your store environment.



“Breakfast and lunch are 
growing opportunity 
dayparts”
Datassential reports that 60% of c-store 

operators saw foodservice sales increase over 
the past year, with the strongest growth 
showing up at breakfast and lunch.

— Datassential, 2026 C-Store Foodservice Trends

Best Practice #1: Start with the Customer

The most effective innovation starts by understanding who the customer 
is, when they are buying, and why they are choosing your store.

Consider the different customer missions you may be serving:
● Morning commuters looking for speed and reliability
● Late-night customers seeking comfort or indulgence
● Families on road trips wanting easy meal solutions
● Workers grabbing lunch with limited time
● GLP-1 users seeking portioned solutions

When operators begin with customer behavior, they are more likely to 
create ideas that fit real needs and real occasions.

GREAT FOOD IDEAS BEGIN WITH BEHAVIOR, NOT BRAINSTORMING

Key takeaway:
Innovation starts with understanding the customer, not with 
inventing menu items in isolation.



Convenience Store F&B Need States Framework
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Routine / HabitualEnergy / FunctionalSnack / IndulgenceThirst / BeverageImmediate Hunger / MealNeed State

“I always stop here for this.”“I need energy or focus.”“I want something enjoyable 
or to satisfy a craving.”

“I’m thirsty—grab 
something quick.”

“I need something 
filling right now.”

Consumer 
Quote

Coffee + pastry, daily beverage, 
small bundles

Energy drinks, coffee, protein 
bars, RTD shakesChips, candy, cookies, ice creamFountain drinks, soda, 

energy drinks, coffee
Hot sandwiches, pizza, fried 

chicken, meal combos
Typical 

Items

Morning commute, daily routinesMorning, afternoon slump, late-
night drivingBetween meals, impulse, late nightAll day, especially drive timeLunch, dinner, late nightOccasion

Automatic, routine-drivenPerformance-focusedEmotional, reward-drivenHabitual, low effortFunctional but wants 
satisfaction; speed-driven

Customer 
Mindset

Subscription-like behavior; win with 
consistency & personalization

Premium growth platform; 
future is food + beverage 

hybrids

Underdeveloped; opportunity for 
premium & exclusive snacks

Traffic driver; win with 
functional + customization

Primary battleground; 
upgrade quality to compete 

with QSR

Strategic 
Insight



Core Convenience Store Customer Segments
INNOVATION PATHWAYS

11

Late-Night / Fill-In ShopperImpulse SnackerBeverage & Energy RunnerOn-the-Go Meal SeekerDaily CommuterSegment

“I need something right now.”“That looks good—I’ll 
grab it.”“I’m just grabbing a drink.”“I need a real meal fast.”“I stop here almost 

every day.”
Consumer 

Quote

Shift workers, families, 
late-night consumers

Younger skew, impulse-
driven shoppers

Broad audience, often younger 
or on-the-go

Busy workers, shift 
employees, time-pressed 

individuals

Working adults with routine-
driven schedulesProfile

Snacks, frozen meals, 
beverages, essentials

Chips, candy, ice cream, 
novelty snacks

Energy drinks, soda, coffee, 
hydration drinks

Hot food, sandwiches, 
pizza, combo meals

Coffee, breakfast sandwich, 
beverage, snacks

Typical 
Purchases

Low–mediumMediumHighMediumVery high (daily)Frequency

Convenience advantage, 
low competition late nightHigh margin, impulse-drivenHigh frequency + 

strong marginsLargest transaction sizeHabit-driven, 
consistent traffic

Why It 
Matters



Need State × Customer Segment Matrix
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Late-Night / Fill-InImpulse SnackerBeverage RunnerMeal SeekerDaily CommuterNeed State / Segment

35%10%10%60%30%Immediate Hunger / 
Meal

25%25%60%15%35%Thirst / Beverage

20%45%15%10%15%Snack / Indulgence

10%10%15%10%15%Energy / Functional

10%10%0–5%5%5%Routine / Habit
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High-Value Expansion Cells - Where to Innovate
INNOVATION PATHWAYS
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Snacker + Beverage 
PairingCommuter + EnergyEnergy + Meal 

(Functional Meals)
Meal Seeker + 
Beverage AttachmentLate Night +  Meal

OPPORTUNITY 
AREA

Curated snack and drink 
combinations designed to go 
together

Expanding morning routines 
beyond coffee into functional 
options (e.g., protein coffee, 
energy breakfast)

Meals that combine protein, 
energy, and hydration benefits

Bundling meals with beverages to 
increase attach rate and total 
basket size

High-quality, craveable food 
designed specifically for late-
night occasions

WHAT 
IT IS

Increases basket size and 
simplifies decision-making

High-frequency occasion with 
strong premium potential

Aligns with growing demand for 
performance-driven nutrition

Immediate sales lift with minimal 
operational change

Strong existing demand but very 
weak current food quality

WHY IT 
MATTERS

Simple but powerful. Guide the 
choice and you increase both 
sales and satisfaction.

Upgrade the daily routine into a 
higher-value habit through 
functional offerings.

The future is food that fuels 
performance, not just fills you 
up. This is a major innovation 
platform.

This is low-hanging fruit. Fixing 
attachment can drive instant 
revenue growth.

This is wide open. The first brand 
to deliver credible late-night 
food can own the entire daypart.

STRATEGIC 
INSIGHT



Late-Night Convenience Store Personas
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CRAVING INDULGER

Name: Jasmine Carter
Age: 27
Location: Atlanta, GA
Occupation: Social Media Coordinator
Household: Lives with one roommate

Jasmine unwinds late at night watching 
shows or scrolling social media and often 
gives in to strong cravings for something 
sweet or salty. Her purchases are 
impulsive and driven by mood—she 
gravitates toward indulgent, visually 
appealing treats that feel like a reward 
after a long day. She is highly influenced 
by novelty and “treat culture.”

LATE-NIGHT 
MEAL SEEKER

Name: Marcus Rivera
Age: 34
Location: Houston, TX
Occupation: Warehouse Supervisor
Household: Married with one child (age 6)

Marcus finishes work late and needs a 
substantial, satisfying meal on his way 
home. With limited restaurant options at 
that hour, he turns to convenience stores 
for hot, filling food. He prioritizes portion 
size, value, and convenience, but is willing 
to pay more for noticeably better quality 
and freshness.

SOCIAL REFUELER

Name: Tyler Nguyen
Age: 22
Location: Irvine, CA
Occupation: College Student
Household: Lives with three roommates

Tyler and his friends make spontaneous 
late-night stops after hanging out, gaming, 
or attending events. The goal is variety 
and sharing—grabbing multiple snacks 
and drinks to enjoy together. He is drawn 
to bold flavors, global influences, and 
products that feel fun, new, and social.

EMERGENCY / 
FILL-IN SHOPPER

Name: Kevin Rogers
Age: 38
Location: Edison, NJ
Occupation: IT Project Manager
Household: Married with two children 
(ages 8 and 11)

Kevin makes late-night convenience store 
trips when something is missing—milk for 
the morning, a quick meal, or snacks for 
the family. These trips are unplanned and 
driven by necessity, so speed and 
reliability are critical. He would respond 
well to clearly packaged meal or solution 
bundles that simplify decision-making.

FUNCTIONAL NIGHT 
DRIVER / WORKER

Name: Denise Walker
Age: 41
Location: Chicago, IL
Occupation: Rideshare Driver (Uber/Lyft)
Household: Single parent with two teens

Denise works late hours and relies on 
convenience stores to stay alert and 
fueled throughout her shift. Her purchases 
are intentional—energy drinks, coffee, and 
protein snacks that help maintain focus 
and stamina. She is increasingly 
interested in healthier, longer-lasting 
energy options without the crash.



“Customization is becoming a 
smarter way to create value”

Datassential specifically points to build-your-
own formats for sandwiches, pizza, burritos, 
and tacos as a way to expand menu variety 
without exploding inventory, while also 
increasing perceived value.

— Datassential, 2026 C-Store Foodservice Trends

Best Practice #2: Define Clear Guardrails

Strong innovation happens within real-world boundaries. Guardrails help 
teams focus on ideas that can actually work in-store.

Important guardrails may include:

● Target price point
● Existing equipment
● Prep time
● Labor availability and skill level
● Shelf life or holding time

Without these constraints, ideas can sound exciting but fail in execution. 
With them, operators can generate solutions that are realistic, 
repeatable, and profitable.

CONSTRAINTS MAKE INNOVATION MORE PRACTICAL AND MORE EXECUTABLE

Key takeaway:
Guardrails do not limit creativity. They make creativity useful.



56% want in-store subs, 52% 
want customizable pizza, and 
52% want build-your-own tacos.
Clear proof that customization is a primary driver 
of foodservice innovation.

— Datassential, 2026 C-Store Foodservice Trends

Best Practice #3: Learn from the Front Lines

Store teams and customers often reveal the clearest innovation 
opportunities. Managers, kitchen staff, and frontline employees see what 
customers want, what sells fastest, and what causes friction 
operationally.

Questions worth asking store teams:
● What do customers ask for most often?
● What items sell out quickly?
● What is difficult to execute consistently?
● What are customers modifying, combining, or customizing?

These observations can uncover unmet needs, operational pain points, 
and new product ideas that feel highly relevant to the store.

SOME OF THE BEST IDEAS ARE ALREADY HIDING IN YOUR STORES

Key takeaway:
Your best innovation signals may already be coming from your 
own team and customers.



Even when customers are being careful 
with spending, they still look for little 
ways to brighten their day with small, 
affordable indulgences. 

For convenience stores, that can create 
opportunity in areas like upgraded coffee, 
bakery, hot snacks, frozen beverages, and 
limited-time food offers.

— C-Store Dive, April 2026

Best Practice #4: Broaden Your Sources of Inspiration

Great innovation ideas rarely come from a single place. Strong 
operators look beyond their own stores and pull inspiration from multiple 
sources, such as:

● Restaurant and QSR menu innovation
● Emerging flavor and food trends
● Changes in customer behavior
● Cultural and regional food influences

BETTER IDEAS EMERGE WHEN YOU LOOK BEYOND YOUR OWN FOUR WALLS

Key takeaway:
The goal is not to copy trends. It is to spot the shifts that matter 
and turn them into ideas that fit your customers and your stores.



Elevating the Pit Stop

Intentional 
Indulgers:
The Rise Of 
The Analog Consumer 

TRENDS - ELEVATING OTG CONVENIENCE  /   LITTLE LUXURIES  /  VICE IS BACK
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Functional To-Go

WHAT’S WINNING AT 
FOODVENIENCE

Trust & Transparency
Open Kitchens 

demonstrate prep and 
build trust. 70% of 

consumers link 
cleanliness directly to 
freshness perception

Tech Integration
Frictionless transactions via 

in-store kiosks, mobile 
ordering, and AI inventory 
management for the “on-

the-go” optimizer.

Dwell Time
Moving away from “grab-
and-go” by adding cafe-

style seating and modern 
layouts to encourage 

“staying power.”

Craving Control & Comfort
In a world of economic and social 
uncertainty, small luxuries provide 
a sense of normalcy and 
predictable pleasure. 

Vice as Identity
Small pleasures are becoming low-
stakes ways to express personality. 

Choosing a specific 
drink or food is a taste signal.

nearly

50%
of U.S. consumers report 
eating indulgent snacks 

at least once a day.
-glanbianutritionals.com, August 2025
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The Clean Remix
TRENDS - THE REMIXED FLAVOR ERA

From Engineered to Recognizable NOW 2026

Americans primarily define clean label as being able 
to trust what’s on the label, meaning ingredients that 
are simple, familiar, and transparent.
INGREDION ” Healthier Positioning in a “Them vs. Us” Culture

Food culture is increasingly tribal, with consumers aligning to values-
driven brands while rejecting others, as social media shifts blame for 
“harmful” ingredients from individuals to food companies.

It’s not just about 
health, it’s about 
belonging to the 
right side of the 
food system.

MICHAEL POLLAN, 
FOOD RULES: AN 
EATER’S MANUAL

”
Starting at the “Clean Aesthetic” and transitioning through the Plant-
based Movement, today’s consumers are rejecting long, artificial 
ingredient lists in favor of transparency and simplicity.

Short ingredient list:
• Chickpeas
• Olive oil
• Garlic
• Salt



Expression in Every Bite
TRENDS - THE REMIXED FLAVOR ERA

Social-Driven 
Discovery

“Having trends in 
flavor is a little bit 
different than 
having flavor 
trends… it’s really 
about the common 
themes that 
connect the flavors 
together.”

INNOVA MARKET INSIGHTS

Sensory & 
ASMR Moments

Layered & 
Textured Formats

Global Remixing

Bold Brand Mashups

The Clean Remix

Flavor is now about the themes connecting sensation, story, identity, and choice.



Two Quick Examples to Spark Thinking

Constraint-Driven 
Innovation

Taco Bell built their Luxe 
Cravings Boxes around strict 
price points, existing ingredients, 
and fast drive-thru execution. 
Those tight operational guardrails 
forced the brand to focus on 
smart bundling, perceived value, 
and menu simplicity, resulting in 
a highly scalable and successful 
platform.

Key Takeaway:
Constraints can unlock creativity, and local relevance can be a major competitive 
advantage.

INNOVATION PATHWAYS

Regional C-Store Innovation

Royal Farms’ “World Famous Chicken” 
is rooted in Mid-Atlantic fried chicken 
culture, delivering a boldly seasoned, 
crispy style that reflects the flavors and 
convenience-driven food traditions of 
the Chesapeake region. More than a 
menu item, it has become a regional 
icon that transformed the c-store into 
a true food destination.



For many operators, outside partners 
can help close capability gaps 
by bringing ready-made programs, 
operational support, and expertise that 
may be hard to build internally.

— NACS, October 2025

Collaborating with Suppliers and Distributors to Innovate

For many operators, especially smaller ones, suppliers and 
distributors are essential innovation partners. They may bring R&D 
resources, culinary expertise, trend knowledge, scalable production, 
and operational support.

To collaborate more effectively:

1. Share what you are seeing in-store, including customer 
requests, sales patterns, and operational realities.

2. Be clear about your guardrails, such as price, labor, storage, 
equipment, and prep time.

3. Co-create ideas together, including custom items, packaging 
improvements, and limited-time tests.

4. Pilot together so you can refine the idea before expanding.

STRONG PARTNERSHIPS CAN EXPAND YOUR INNOVATION CAPABILITY

Key takeaway:
Suppliers and distributors can be more than product providers. 
They can be valuable innovation partners.



Bringing It All Together:
The Innovation Trifecta

1

2

3

Operator intel
Store-level team members understand 
what customers ask for, what sells, 
and what works operationally in the 
real world.

Market and trend insight
External signals such as menu shifts, 
flavor trends, and consumer behavior 
changes can help identify new 
opportunity spaces.

Supplier and distributor capability
Partners bring development expertise, 
culinary support, and the ability to 
scale ideas into workable solutions.

When these three perspectives come 
together, operators are better equipped to 
generate ideas that are relevant, feasible, 
and differentiated.

Key takeaway:
Better innovation 
comes from 
combining store-
level reality, outside 
opportunity signals, 
and partner 
capabilities.

BETTER FOOD INNOVATION HAPPENS WHEN THREE PERSPECTIVES WORK TOGETHER



The best innovation
often starts small, stays 
grounded, and solves a 
real customer need.

Closing Thoughts

Food innovation in convenience does not require a large budget, a 
test kitchen, or a big dedicated team.

What it does require is:

● A clear understanding of your customer
● Practical constraints
● Listening to store teams
● Fast testing and learning
● Strong collaboration with partners

The operators closest to the customer often have the clearest path to 
better food ideas. When those insights are paired with strong 
partners and a broader view of emerging opportunities, innovation 
becomes much more achievable.

CONVENIENCE FOOD INNOVATION IS MORE ACCESSIBLE THAN MANY OPERATORS THINK



5 Simple Ways a Small Operator Can Innovate

Ask store staff 
what customers 

request most 
often

Visit successful 
convenience 

stores in other 
regions

Test one new 
food item every 

quarter

Work with 
suppliers and 
distributors to 

develop custom 
solutions

Run small in-
store pilots before 
scaling broader 

changes

Innovation does 
not have to start 

with a major 
launch. 

It often starts with 
a small experiment, 

a useful insight, 
and a willingness 
to improve over 

time.

ONE TWO THREE FOUR FIVE Today

START WITH SMALL MOVES THAT ARE PRACTICAL AND REPEATABLE
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Gina Hampe
Senior Innovation Manager
Mattson 
ghampe@mattsonco.com
773-551-5333

Thank you!


