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DEADLY ALLIANCE:  How Big Tobacco and Convenience Stores 
Partner to Market Tobacco Products and Fight Life-Saving Policies 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

As other forms of tobacco marketing have been restricted, tobacco companies increasingly have 
focused their marketing of cigarettes and other tobacco products at the point of sale – in 
convenience stores, gas stations and other retail outlets.  In the first 10 years after the November 
1998 legal settlement between the states and the tobacco companies (1999-2008), tobacco 
manufacturers spent more than $110 billion – 92 percent of their total marketing expenditures – 
to advertise and promote cigarettes and smokeless tobacco products in the retail environment, 
according to the latest data from the Federal Trade Commission. 
 
As a result, convenience stores and other retail outlets today are saturated with tobacco products, 
advertisements and promotions.  Big Tobacco has taken over convenience stores to ensure that 
tobacco products are advertised heavily, displayed prominently and priced cheaply to appeal to 
both current and potential tobacco users, including impressionable, price-sensitive kids. 
 
This report details how convenience stores and other retail outlets have become the dominant 
channel for marketing and selling tobacco products in the United States.  In exchange for billions 
of dollars in direct payments, price incentives and other inducements, they have become 
veritable marketing arms of the tobacco companies. 
 
Unfortunately for the nation’s health, point-of-sale strategies have proven highly effective at 
helping tobacco companies market and sell their deadly and addictive products.  As the scientific 
evidence summarized in this report shows, these strategies help tobacco companies achieve the 
same marketing goals they have always had:  Entice kids to start using tobacco, build brand 
loyalty and discourage quitting among current users, target minority communities and portray 
their harmful products as acceptable and appealing.   
   
Convenience stores have also become essential partners with the tobacco industry in fighting 
public policies – especially tobacco tax increases – that are proven to reduce tobacco use and its 
devastating toll.  With tobacco companies discredited in the public eye and viewed as a political 
negative for elected officials linked to them, convenience stores have become a key front group 
for the tobacco industry in these policy battles. 
 
The powerful alliance between Big Tobacco and convenience stores deals a double blow to 
efforts to reduce tobacco use, which remains the leading cause of preventable death in the United 
States.  It is the primary means for marketing tobacco products that kill 443,000 Americans and 
cost the nation $193 billion in health care bills and lost productivity each year.  And it has helped 
to thwart proven public policies that reduce tobacco use, improve health, save lives and reduce 
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health care costs for employers, workers and taxpayers.  The result of this alliance is more kids 
smoking, fewer adults quitting, more tobacco-related death and disease, and higher health care 
costs for everyone. 
 
In short, the tobacco industry and its convenience store allies are making a killing by making 
deadly and addictive tobacco products all too convenient.  
 
Specific findings of this report include: 
 
Point-of-sale marketing is more valuable than ever to tobacco companies, ubiquitous in 
stores and highly effective at reaching current and potential tobacco users.   Tobacco 
companies utilize point-of-sale strategies, including detailed merchandising agreements with 
retailers, to promote, place and price tobacco products to make them most appealing and 
maximize sales.  Marketing at the point of sale allows tobacco companies to reach shoppers right 
when they can immediately buy specific products or brands.  It builds brand recognition, creates 
positive feelings toward tobacco products and motivates people of all ages to “buy now,” which 
stimulates tobacco use and undermines attempts to quit.  The ubiquity of tobacco products and 
marketing also sends a message to kids that that tobacco use is common and acceptable. 
 
Point-of-sale marketing is very effective at reaching and influencing kids.  While other forms 
of tobacco marketing have been restricted, convenience stores, gas stations and other retail 
outlets remain places where kids are certain to see tobacco advertising and promotions, often 
near their schools and playgrounds.  These stores are the same places kids and adolescents go to 
buy candy, sodas and afterschool snacks, making them highly effective venues for marketing to 
kids.  In fact, research has found that two-thirds of teenagers visit a convenience store at least 
once a week.  Studies have found that cigarette marketing is more prevalent in stores where 
adolescents shop frequently and that tobacco advertisements and product displays are often 
placed at young kids’ eye level or near candy.  In addition, tobacco company documents show 
that the companies have targeted convenience stores, grocery stores and other tobacco vendors 
near schools and playgrounds in an effort to attract young smokers. 
 
The massive amount of tobacco advertising and promotion at the point of sale hits its mark.  
Studies show the more cigarette marketing teens are exposed to in retail stores, the more likely 
they are to smoke.  Price discounts are especially effective at influencing kids, leading to 
increases in initiation, experimentation and regular smoking. 
 
Tobacco companies target minority and lower-income communities with point-of-sale 
marketing.  The tobacco companies have a long history of targeting minority communities, and 
they have taken advantage of the greater density of convenience stores and gas stations in lower-
income and minority neighborhoods to do so.  Their marketing strategies have included price 
discounts, promotional giveaways, heavy product placement and culturally tailored ad content at 
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retail locations, both indoors and out.   Numerous studies have documented the disproportionate 
amount of advertising in low-income, minority communities.  These studies have found more 
exterior tobacco advertising in retail outlets in these communities, more advertising of price 
discounts, and a higher density of tobacco-selling retailers near schools in minority or lower-
income communities. 
 
The tobacco industry and convenience stores collaborate to oppose public policies that 
reduce smoking and other tobacco use, especially tobacco tax increases.  Because of their 
negative reputation, tobacco companies know that policy makers don’t want to be seen as doing 
their bidding.  So they enlist neighborhood stores and store associations to oppose tobacco 
control policies.  Particularly on tobacco taxes, retailers are the voice of the tobacco companies – 
their front group.  Tobacco companies aggressively communicate with retailers, urging them to 
become more involved in the legislative process, supplying them with the tools and information 
to do so, and providing them with financial support. 
 
In 2011, the New Hampshire Legislature reduced the state cigarette tax based on a “report” 
issued by the New Hampshire Grocers Association, which contained little evidence except for 
materials produced by other tobacco industry allies.  Convenience stores have distributed 
tobacco industry flyers urging opposition to tobacco tax increases, and one Georgia grocery store 
in 2010 even placed an anti-tobacco tax message on cigarette receipts – with a clear statement 
that the message was “Paid for by Altria Client Services on behalf of Philip Morris USA.” 
 
Tobacco companies and convenience stores overstate the harm to retailers caused by 
tobacco control policies.  Research shows that convenience stores are not affected by tobacco 
control policies – including tobacco tax increases – to the extent that they and the tobacco 
industry claim.  Recent studies have found that the number of convenience stores does not 
decline after cigarette tax increases, and neither does overall tobacco retail employment.  People 
who quit or cut back on tobacco purchases will still spend their money on other products.  In 
addition, retailers recognize the declining trend in tobacco sales, which means they can and have 
made adjustments to compensate. 
 
Elected officials should adopt policies – especially higher tobacco taxes – that reduce 
tobacco use and counter the influence of point-of-sale advertising and price promotions.  
Increasing the tobacco tax is a win-win-win for states – a health win that will reduce tobacco use 
and its devastating health effects, a financial win that produces significant new revenue and 
reduces health care costs, and a political win that polls show is supported by large majorities of 
voters across the country.  The new revenue can also be used to fund tobacco prevention and 
cessation programs.  Other policies can also reduce the impact of point-of-sale marketing, such 
as licensing and zoning policies that regulate the number, type, location and density of tobacco 
retailers. 
  


