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I
magine you’re an independent con-
venience store operator. You work 
tirelessly to keep your store stocked 
with the merchandise your custom-

ers want. Although it’s not always easy 
to anticipate consumer needs and stay 
ahead of trends, you do your best to 
monitor sales patterns and infuse your 
shelves with new offerings. But choos-
ing the “right” new products can get 
daunting, with so many suppliers claim-
ing their product is “perfect” for your 
store — although they sometimes can’t 
tell you why or exactly how it will im-
prove your bottom line. 

Then a different kind of supplier 
walks in. He has facts and figures to 
demonstrate why his company’s prod-
uct could be a good match for your store. 
He’s done his homework about your 
customer demographics and how his 
product category is performing at com-
peting c-store chains and other retail 
outlets, as well as the category’s perfor-
mance in the overall marketplace. 

Once you give him access to your in-
store data, he is able to determine where 
the performance problems are in his 
category and show you how his product 
will help close those gaps. He’s the kind 
of supplier who doesn’t just want to sell 
you product, he wants to provide you 
with solutions. 

So what sets him apart from all other 
suppliers? Simple — he uses data. 

A Competitive Advantage
With throngs of suppliers selling the 
latest and greatest in beverages, snacks 

Data Driven
Data — the modern tool of the 21st century supplier — powers profits all around. 

By Lisa Plummer 

the supplier side

By using data, a good supplier 
demonstrates interest in finding 
solutions for retailers — and 
increasing their profitability. 
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and services, retailers have heard every 
selling story under the sun. But by us-
ing data, you can demonstrate that 
you’re the kind of supplier who not 
only knows what’s going on in the mar-
ketplace; you’re also interested in un-
derstanding your customer’s business, 
finding solutions to his problems and 
increasing his profitability. And that 
will separate you from the rest of the 
supplier pack and earn you more face 
time with busy retailers, said John 
Fisher, senior vice president of market-
ing of North Carolina-based retailer 
The Pantry Inc.

“If you can help [retailers] solve their 
big problem with your little product, 
you’ll get much more attention,” said 
Fisher. “Demonstrate with real data 
how your product will close a gap in the 
retailer’s current offering and how it 
translates into incremental revenue and 
profitability. The second you can do all 
that with data, you separate yourself 
from most of the other people who sell 
in this business.”

By analyzing a retailer’s in-store data 
and comparing it to industry and share 
trends (how you as a supplier are per-
forming compared to the overall product 
category), the fact-based vendor can 
help a retailer obtain a thorough picture 
of how a store is performing in a particu-
lar category, what trends the retailer 
may be missing or over-delivering 
against, how he is faring against the com-
petition, as well as the store’s strengths, 
weaknesses, gaps and opportunities. 

Once both parties understand the 

whole picture, the supplier can then 
suggest ways to improve category per-
formance and propose a marketing 
strategy — using his product — to solve 
those problems. For some larger retail 
chains, a strictly transactional relation-
ship with suppliers is a thing of the 
past. Suppliers not only need to come 
prepared with facts, figures and ideas 
about improving category perfor-
mance, they need to be thinking in 
terms of partnering with retailers to 
find opportunities that better meet 
shopper needs, according to John 
Zikias, vice president of marketing at 
Kentucky-based retailer Thorntons 
Inc.

“If [this product is] perfect for my 
stores, I want to know [from the sup-
plier] who is the primary targeted user of 
the product, how frequently they’ll pur-
chase it, how much will they consume 
and where the sales are going to come 
from,” said Zikias. “All of those things are 
important for us to understand where 
we should place the product, or whether 
we should test it or roll it out.”

Partnering in Success
By using data to understand retailers’ 
business, determining how your prod-
uct can help their overall business plan 
and then partnering with them to 
achieve their objectives, you’ve become 
more than just a vendor — you’re a 
trusted partner. Doing the data legwork 
can only endear you to busy c-store 
owners who may not have the time, en-
ergy or resources to resolve their per-

We’re Giving  
Away $100!
Do you know of a supplier company 
that’s new to the convenience 
channel? How about a more estab-
lished supplier company that’s been in 
the channel for years but hasn’t yet 
discovered the benefits of NACS? 

What are you waiting for? Tell 
them about the benefits of NACS 
membership — discounts on 
exhibiting and products, top-notch 
networking at NACS events and 
exclusive opportunities for advertis-
ing and marketing. If you success-
fully recruit a new member company, 
as a thank you, we’ll give you $100! 

To receive your “finder’s fee,” the 
supplier company you refer must 
indicate your company as the source 
in the “How did you hear about 
NACS?” section of the membership 
application. Your company must 
also be a current member of NACS 
through September 1, 2011. 

Current retailer or supplier 
members can recruit up to five 
supplier companies — that’s a 
potential for $500! The offer applies 
to NACS members who recruit new 
supplier members that join be-
tween April 1 and August 31. 

The checks will be made out to 
your company (not a specific 
person) and the $100 cannot be 
applied as a discount for any NACS 
products or services. For questions 
about NACS supplier member 
recruitment, contact Nicole Fox, 
membership manager, at nfox@
nacsonline.com or (703) 518-4229.
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formance issues on their own. 
“If I’m performing less [in a certain 

product category] than the channel, I 
probably have a problem … and I want 
my supplier to help me find out why,” 
said Fisher. “If a vendor is smart with 
the facts and can show that we have an 
opportunity using syndicated data then 
we’ll give him access to our data so he 
can get very specific about what’s hap-
pening inside of our stores and develop 
the appropriate plan.”

Besides helping suppliers customize 
in-store marketing plans to help in-
crease category sales, data can also help 
determine where a product should be 
displayed and what consumers are buy-
ing. In-store data can also monitor 
trends in products typically sold in tan-
dem, such as candy and soda. In re-
sponse, a resourceful candy supplier 
could elect to team up with a soda ven-
dor to create a cross-merchandising 
program, boosting sales in both catego-
ries. In the end, the retailer sells more 
product in each category and both ven-
dors sell more product to the retailer — 
all thanks to a little data.

Results and Loyalty
Instead of adding new product almost 
blindly, retailers can look to their fact-
based suppliers to help eliminate the 
guesswork, creating a more targeted, 
customized store environment that bet-
ter matches their customer demographic. 
And that can only help improve store 
traffic and increase profits, said Zikias. 

“It gets back to focusing on the prize: 
satisfying the consumer,” said Zikias. “If 
you can find a supplier partner that has 
similar values and also wants to work 
with you to focus on the consumer, long 
term they’re going to be more profitable 

and we will have greater sales and more 
profits as well.”

By partnering with your retail cus-
tomers and demonstrating your invest-
ment in their success, you are not only 
more likely to earn their business, help 
them increase sales and sell more prod-
uct yourself, but also earn their trust and 
loyalty. And in an increasingly competi-
tive marketplace, using data to achieve 
those results can be well worth your ex-
tra time, energy and effort. 

“This is selling in the 21st century and 
suppliers that are not using data are go-
ing to get left behind,” said Fisher. “Data 
is the path to the truth of what sells and 
why, making sense out of the millions of 
SKUs, variations by geography, location, 
demographics, occasion states, physical 
assets and POS systems. Understanding 
the facts and the data are the foundation 
required to make good decisions for 
both the retailer and a true supplier 
partner, equally vested in product, cate-
gory and brand performance.”  

Lisa Plummer is a freelance travel and 
business writer based in Las Vegas. She 
frequently writes about the meetings and 
convention industry.

So You Want More Data?
NACS develops the industry’s data 
standard essential for benchmark-
ing operational performance. Gain 
access to industry statistics, category 
and subcategory trends and other 
operational and financial metrics by 
purchasing the NACS State of the 
Industry Report. Place your order 
for the 2010 data report today at 
nacsonline.com/shop. 

This is selling in  
the 21st century 
and suppliers that 
are not using data 
are going to get 
left behind.


