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How retailers 
can be sure 

they’re working 
with the right 
partners and 

vendors.

Convenience store retailers have no 
shortage of business partners and 
vendors to work with. But having 
the right business partners for 
other tobacco products, or OTPs, is 
critical in helping grow the business. 
Knowing what partners can (and 
should) be doing for a store or chain 
is important.

Retailers should look for a partner 
who can offer support and help in a 
number of areas: category support 
and sales; permanent and secondary 
fixtures, POS, data-driven insights; 
space optimization; innovation; 
inventory management; and 
partner incentive programs.

Read on to learn more about what to 
expect from a great business partner.



CATEGORY SUPPORT VS.
A SALES-ONLY APPROACH
Plenty of potential business partners are interested in 
merely selling their products to retailers. But a good 
business partner will also be concerned about increasing 
retailers’ sales and, in turn, profits overall. So how can 
retailers tell the difference? Look for vendors and 
partners that can give industry insight into winning 
strategies for selling, along with offering advice on 
best practices. By choosing partners that can offer 
their insight on how to best sell product, retailers 
can more easily build and grow their businesses. 

Moreover, a great business partner should be 
able to offer a one-stop shop for OTPs. Rather 
than the retailer working with a company to buy 
the product from, and another company to get 
marketing materials or promotional
help and yet another for data and other 
information, retailers should aim to work 
with a business partner that can offer the 
knowledge and resources to contribute to 
continual growth across multiple products. 
Remember that a true partner is invested 
in a retail partner’s success in part because 
it means continued success for them 
as well. Rather than simply selling their 
products to a retailer, a quality business 
partner will want to work with the retailer 
to ensure continued growth.

DATA-DRIVEN INSIGHTS
Any business partner can offer products 
to retailers without any data to prove that the products 
will be successful. But a good business partner will be 
able to bring quantitative, quality data to retailers about 
not only the products they want to sell, but also the 
market in which the retailer will be selling them. A good 
business partner will research what a retailer is already 
selling and compare it to current market trends, in order 
to recommend changes or updates based on what 
consumers are buying. Without that data, hard selling 
of a product is just that—a hard sell. But with data to 
back up suggestions of what retailers should offer, 
vendors can offer retailers deals they can be confident 
in making. Data can help retailers in a few other ways, as 
well. It can help retailers optimize their product mix and 
see where additional profits can be made. For instance, 
if a certain area sells more cigars overall, it might be wise 
for retailers to expand their cigar options. Finding relevant 
information can be as easy as looking through MSAi and 
Nielsen data—here, retailers and vendors alike can find 

data to support and drive meaningful category and 
brand growth. But a business partner that’s invested 
in mutual success should bring this kind of data to 
the table without prompting.

Once it’s determined what kind of products will 
be successful, next comes planning the space 
they’ll inhabit in the c-store.

OPTIMIZING THE 
STORE FOR SUCCESS
Planning where products are shelved or displayed in 
stores is also key to their success. Not to mention, 
there may be regulations in place that dictate where 
the products can and can’t be displayed. According 

to Technomic, Inc., optimizing OTP brand 
selections can drive visits and loyalty, and 
planograms should be laid out with product 
focus and growth in mind. After all, better 
merchandising and displays will help sell 
more product.

Beyond simple placement, though, a 
good vendor will be able to provide 
consistent product lineups and product 
racks to make sure customers can always 
find what they’re looking for; by ensuring 
in-stock products, retailers can be 
confident that customers won’t have to go 
to another location if their regular store is 
out of what they need. Additionally, a good 
business partner will be able to provide 

and help with up-to-date point-of-purchase (POP) 
campaigns and offer support to build awareness and 
trust with both retailers and customers.

And speaking of POP promotions, what about 
unique products and extended product lines?

INNOVATION AND 
INVENTORY MANAGEMENT
A great business partner will want to keep the 
profits coming, and one way to do so is through 
offering unique products and extended product 
lines. Whether that means products exclusive to 
the brand, limited edition product lines, updated 
blends or eye-catching packaging, a good business 
partner will again have the knowledge and data 

Retailers who 
are successful 
with selling a 

product should 
be rewarded by 

the vendor.



to back up all of their products. Additionally, an ideal business partner 
will be able to offer social and digital support that offers a new way 
for customers to interact with the brand. For example, social media 
campaigns or loyalty programs.

Going hand-in-hand with offering unique products is the ability 
to keep products in stock. Without reliable stock, customer loyalty 
is hard to maintain—after all, if their regular store is out of their 
chosen product time after time, they’ll simply go somewhere else. 
A good business partner should be able to ensure freshness and 
consistent delivery, as well as the ideal product mix to maximize sales 
and profits. When profits are maximized, everyone wins—and there 
should be a reward for that, too.

PARTNER INCENTIVE PROGRAMS
Retailers who are successful with selling a product should be 
rewarded by the vendor. This mutually beneficial situation should 
be rewarded, and a good business partner will offer partner 
incentive programs to encourage continued loyalty and success. 
Partner incentive programs can include pricing support, rewards 
(monetary or otherwise) for growth and loyalty, and custom-tailored 
promotions geared toward a specific store or chain. Vendors that 
make their retail customers feel valued can edge out the competition.

CHOOSING THE BEST PARTNER
According to NACS, OTP sales averaged $1,878 per store, per 
month in 2018, and the OTP category grew in both dollar sales 
(+20.5%) and gross profits (+26.4%), as well. Choosing the right 
business partner to help continue these profits and growth is critical.

Aligning with partners that want to help grow revenues and profits 
is key. Retailers should consider how a partner will offer category 
support; what data-driven insights they can provide; how they will 
optimize the space for sales success; what unique products they can 
offer and how they manage inventory; and what types of partner 
incentive programs they offer. Considering these points when 
evaluating potential partners can help set the stage for success. ■

How do the 
numbers 
break down?
Highlighting the top segments 
in the OTP category

 Homogenized tobacco 
 leaf (HTL) represents 46% 
 of the large cigar segment 
 by volume

 Traditional natural leaf 
 is 20% of the total large 
 cigar segment and 
 continues to grow at 
 double-digit levels

 Tip pipe tobacco makes 
 up 23% of the market
 and still remains a 
 significant segment of 
 the large cigar category

 Rough-cut natural leaf is 
 11% of the segment but 
 is the fastest growing area 
 in large cigars and is 

growing at twice the pace 
of traditional natural leaf

   (Source: MSAi database ending 6/15/19)
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