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Introduction: A new spin on an old-school business

Ever dreamed of owning a “business in a box” that earns money 24/7 while 
you sleep? The vending machine business can make that dream a reality, 
but success isn’t as simple as dropping a machine on a street corner and 
watching the cash roll in. The $42 billion vending industry is evolving rapidly, 
blending time-tested principles of convenience with cutting-edge technology. 
Today’s most successful operators aren’t just stocking soda and chips; they’re 
leveraging data, smart devices, and fresh thinking to turn ordinary vending 
routes into thriving retail networks.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk you through every step of starting 
(and growing) a vending machine business, from understanding the basics of 
the business model to embracing new trends like micro markets and smart 
stores. Each chapter ends with actionable insights to keep you motivated. 
You’ll find real-world examples that illustrate what works and what doesn’t. 
We’ve also included handy callouts: keep an eye out for “Key Takeaways” 
and checklists to summarize crucial points or steps. By the end, you’ll even 
have a comprehensive readiness checklist to assess if you’re truly prepared 
to launch your vending venture.

This isn’t a dry textbook or a get-rich-quick pitch. Consider it a conversation 
with a knowledgeable friend who’s in the business—one who will give you 
a deep informational dive and a step-by-step game plan. We’ll blend the 
strategic big picture with on-the-ground tips. And while we’ll cover practical 
steps like permits and financing, remember we’re not lawyers or accountants; 
always double-check legal or financial specifics with a professional. 

Ready to become the CEO of your own unattended retail empire? Let’s jump in 
and explore how you can start a vending machine business in today’s modern 
landscape.
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Picture this: it’s Monday morning in a busy office, and dozens of employees 
line up at a shiny machine that offers barista-quality coffee, fresh salads, and 
tech accessories—all without an attendant. Welcome to the modern face of 
vending. Before you invest in your first machine, it’s crucial to understand how 
the vending business model works and where the industry is headed.

The classic vending business model in a nutshell

At its core, a traditional vending machine business is straightforward: you 
(the operator) provide convenient access to products (snacks, drinks, etc.) 
via machines placed in high-traffic locations. Customers pay on the spot 
(historically with cash, though less so now) to instantly get the item. You make 
money on the markup between wholesale product costs and the vending 
price, minus any commission you might owe to the location owner. To keep 
profits flowing, you manage inventory, collect payments, fix any machine 
issues, and keep your locations happy so they continue to host your machines.

This model has lured many entrepreneurs with its promise of semi-passive 
income. Vending machines can indeed earn money around the clock, and 
one person can manage multiple machines. However, “semi-passive” doesn’t 
mean “set and forget.” 

Chapter 1
Understanding the vending 
business model and industry 
trends

Key takeaway: Even a single vending machine demands regular attention—refilling 
stock, repairing jams, counting cash or reconciling digital payments, and rotating 
products to keep things fresh. It’s a real business, not a hobby, and it rewards those 
with attention to detail and good customer service instincts.
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Why now? Industry growth and opportunities

If you’re jumping into this field, you’re not alone. Vending is a large and growing 
industry. In the United States alone, there are millions of vending machines, 
contributing to a market expected to grow from $38 billion in 2022 to over 
$63 billion by 2027. That growth is fueled by consumers’ insatiable appetite for 
convenience and on-the-go options. Busy lifestyles mean people appreciate 
grabbing a quick snack or essential item without detouring to a store. The 
vending concept delivers exactly that convenience.

But here’s the twist: the definition of “vending” is expanding. No longer are we 
limited to coil machines with just candy bars and soda. 

Industry trend #1: diversification of products. Modern vending operators 
are experimenting with everything from fresh foods (salads, sandwiches) to 
personal care items and electronics. There’s even a resurgence of specialized 
vending, like machines that dispense PPE, gourmet coffee, or tech gadgets. 
Consumers are coming to expect more than just chips and cola in a vending 
setup. In short, variety sells, and today’s vending businesses are essentially 
small retail shops in a box.

Industry trend #2: technology transformation. The biggest game-changer 
in recent years is technology. Traditional vending machines were often 
mechanical or simple electrically controlled devices that only took coins and 
bills. Now, we have machines that accept credit cards and mobile payments, 
smart kiosks that use touchscreens, and even units with cameras and AI 
that track what customers take. As one industry insider succinctly put it: 
“Outdated, cash-only machines are on their way out and smart machines 
are taking their place.” More on what these “smart” machines can do in later 
chapters, but for now realize that embracing tech is key to staying competitive.

Industry trend #3: the rise of micro markets and smart stores. Hand in 
hand with tech is the emergence of micro markets (unattended self-service 
convenience markets) and “smart store” vending solutions that go beyond 
the capabilities of old machines. For example, companies like 365 Retail 
Markets have pioneered self-checkout micro market kiosks and “smart” 
coolers/cabinets that use computer vision. These alternatives let customers 
pick up products, inspect them, and then get automatically charged for what 
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they take, offering a shopping-like experience instead of the one-item-at-a-
time limitation of vending. We’ll dedicate a full chapter to these alternatives 
(and how they can make you more money), but the key point is that the 
lines between vending machines and mini convenience stores are blurring. 
Successful new operators are aware of these options from day one.

Industry trend #4: data-driven operations. Vending used to involve a lot of 
guesswork—estimating what sells, manually checking machines to see what 
needs restocking, etc. Now, software tools known as Vending Management 
Systems (VMS) and platforms like 365’s ADM give real-time visibility into sales 
and inventory. This means even a small operator can make informed decisions: 
which snacks are popular (and should be restocked or given more space), 
which locations are underperforming, and when to raise prices due to cost 
increases. As you start out, using data effectively can save you from costly 
trial-and-error. We’ll explore these tools further when we talk about operations 
and scaling.

Industry trend #5: consumer expectations (health & payment). Modern 
consumers have two big expectations: healthier options and cashless 
payments. Health consciousness has grown, and both public institutions 
and private workplaces often prefer vending options that include nutritious 
choices (some places even require it). Meanwhile, fewer people carry cash at 
all. Reports indicate that cash payments are plummeting as mobile wallets and 
credit cards dominate. If your machine can’t take a tap from a phone or card, 
many potential customers will just walk by. The message is clear: to stand out, 
new vending businesses must cater to evolving tastes (think protein bars and 
vitamin water alongside chips and cola) and make buying effortless (think 
Apple Pay and Google Pay, not just quarters).
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Now that you have a lay of the land—how the business model works 
and what trends are shaping its future—you’re probably itching to get 
started. But where do you begin? Success in vending (like any business) 
starts with smart planning and solid groundwork. In the next chapter, 
we’ll guide you through planning and structuring your vending 
business, from licenses and legal setup to mapping out your first route. 
Let’s turn that excitement into a concrete plan.

Thriving by embracing change

Let’s look at a real-world example of a 365 Retail Markets’ operator who grew by 
understanding these trends. Quality Vending & Coffee, a family-run business, 
scaled up by focusing on fundamentals and being early adopters of new ideas. They 
started like any vending company, but they paid attention as costs and consumer 
preferences shifted. For instance, when suppliers began raising product prices more 
frequently (sometimes multiple times a year, far more often than in the past), they 
stayed agile by using micro markets and smart stores to update prices remotely 
across all their locations. This meant if the cost of candy bars went up, they could 
adjust the price on dozens of machines with a few clicks, rather than visiting each 
one—a lifesaver for both margins and sanity.

Quality Vending also diversified their product mix beyond what fit in a coil machine; 
by adding micro markets, they could offer larger items and fresh foods that traditional 
vending machines couldn’t accommodate. The result? Happier customers and higher 
sales. In fact, as we’ll revisit later, the ability for customers to pick up and examine a 
fresh salad in a micro market, instead of seeing it locked behind glass, can literally 
double the sales of that item.

Quality Vending’s story teaches a crucial lesson: to succeed in vending today, blend 
the old (convenience, good service) with the new (technology, variety, data).

Real-world example
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Chapter 2
Planning and structuring 
your vending business 
(licenses, permits, and  
legal setup)

What do a food truck, a retail store, and a vending machine business 
all have in common? They all require careful planning and the proper 
paperwork before the first sale. It might be tempting to skip straight to 
buying machines and choosing snacks, but taking care of the “not-so-
fun” stuff—business structure, licenses, and permits—early on will save 
you headaches and fines down the road.

Define your business structure and brand

First, decide how you’ll structure your business legally. Many vending 
operators start as a sole proprietorship or LLC (Limited Liability 
Company). An LLC, in particular, can be a smart choice because it 
helps separate your personal assets from business liabilities—meaning 
if something goes wrong, your personal finances are more protected. 
Setting up an LLC or corporation also makes it easier to get business 
licenses and permits in many areas. You’ll want to come up with a 
business name (something catchy that can also function as your brand—
imagine seeing “Swift Snacks Co.” on the side of machines, for example) 
and register it according to your state’s requirements.

If you plan to run the operation as a side hustle at first, that’s fine, but treat 
it professionally from day one. Open a separate business bank account to 
track income and expenses. Down the line, this will help immensely with 
bookkeeping and taxes (and if you ever seek financing). It also signals to 
location partners and suppliers that you’re a legitimate operation, not just  
a hobbyist.
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Licenses & permits: Non-negotiables – Every vending business must 
comply with local laws, which usually means obtaining a business license 
and any required permits. In almost all jurisdictions, you’ll need a basic 
business license issued by the city or county to legally operate. This is the 
same license a mom-and-pop store or a cafe would need; it registers your 
business for local tax and regulatory purposes.

On top of that, many areas require a vending machine permit or license for 
each machine or each location. This can vary widely: some cities charge an 
annual fee per machine (essentially a vending permit sticker you put on the 
unit), others have a single vending license covering all machines. The cost 
is usually modest (perhaps $10-$50 per machine annually, depending on 
location), but you definitely need to check your local government’s rules—
often the county clerk or city business office can guide you.

If you plan to sell food or beverages, you may also need a health department 
permit. Vending machines that sell perishable or ready-to-eat foods can fall 
under health regulations, similar to a restaurant or food cart. For example, 
selling sandwiches or dairy might require health inspections to ensure you’re 
storing items at safe temperatures. The 365 Retail Markets team notes that 
a licensing fee or permit might be required by your local health department 
depending on local laws. Always check with the health department, especially 
if you’ll vend in schools, hospitals, or other sensitive locations where nutrition 
and safety rules are stricter.

Key takeaway: Don’t skip the paperwork. Operating without the proper licenses can 
lead to fines or your machines being shut down. It’s an upfront cost and effort, but it 
legitimizes your business.

Know the regulations (& opportunities) for different locations

An important part of planning is understanding how rules change based on 
where you put your machines. For instance, vending in a public school might 
require meeting specific nutritional guidelines (many schools have rules that 
only certain healthy items can be sold during school hours). Government 
buildings or military bases might have security clearance processes or 
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exclusive vendor contracts in place. A location’s own policies matter too; a 
private office building might insist on certain insurance coverage (liability 
insurance to cover any injuries or issues your machine could conceivably 
cause).

On the flip side, some locations provide special opportunities. For example, 
some cities have programs encouraging healthy vending in public buildings 
(sometimes called “Better Bites” or similar programs), which could give you 
a foot in the door if you’re willing to stock nutritious items. Part of planning 
is researching your target market and venues early so you know the 
requirements. If you’re focusing on, say, apartment complexes and gyms, 
you’ll have fewer regulatory hoops than someone aiming to place machines 
in schools or government offices—but you should still confirm if those venues 
need any particular permits.

Plan your route and initial machine placements

While we’ll dive deep into choosing locations in Chapter 4, at the planning 
stage you should already be mapping out a rough route or list of prospective 
locations. Why is this part of structuring your business? Because where and 
how many machines you operate will determine other needs—like how you 
finance the machines, whether you’ll need a storage space or vehicle, and 
how you schedule your time.

Start with a realistic initial scope. If you’re new and doing this solo, maybe plan 
on 3–5 machines to start. You can absolutely grow from there, but a smaller 
start allows you to learn the ropes without being overwhelmed. Think about 
the geography: are these all within a 10-mile radius (ideal for easy servicing)? 
Or are you considering two in one town and three in another an hour away 
(in which case, factor in fuel and possibly the need for a second stock of 
inventory kept closer to the far location)? Efficient routing can make a huge 
difference in profitability, so avoid a scattered plan if you can.

If you’re buying an existing route (i.e., purchasing machines that are already 
placed in locations from another operator), planning is a bit different. You’ll 
need to do due diligence: review the sales records of those machines, the 
agreements with locations, and the condition of each machine. An existing 
route can jumpstart your business, but ensure you “audit” it first. Find out why 
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it’s being sold; sometimes it’s retirement (good), but sometimes it’s because 
the locations are underperforming (a potential red flag). If possible, talk to the 
location owners or managers to confirm they’re happy to continue with a new 
owner operating the machines. This protects you from unpleasant surprises 
after purchase.

Budgeting and financing (the planning side)

We’ll cover detailed startup costs and financing options in the next chapter, 
but as you plan, do a first pass on your budget. How much capital do you 
have, and how far can it stretch? Common startup expenses include: the 
machines themselves, initial product inventory, a vehicle or van (if you don’t 
have one, for restocking), storage shelving or perhaps a small warehouse area 
(even a portion of your garage counts), insurance, licenses (discussed above), 
and marketing materials (like business cards or a simple brochure). List these 
out and attach rough numbers. If it looks like you’ll need more money than you 
have on hand, start exploring financing avenues early (small business loans, 
equipment leasing, or maybe bringing on a partner). We’ll go deeper into 
costs soon, but as part of structuring your business plan, you want to ensure 
financial feasibility on paper.

Pro tip: As part of planning, create a simple business plan document. It doesn’t need to be 
fancy or long, but writing down your mission, target customer or location types, competitive 
advantages (maybe you plan to focus on healthier snacks, or you have a connection to get 
good deals on supplies), and financial projections will clarify your strategy. If you later seek 
a loan or investor, this document will be very useful. Even if you don’t, it serves as your 
roadmap, keeping you focused on your goals when things get busy.
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With your business legally formed and a solid plan on paper, you’re 
ready to tackle the next big question: How much will this cost, and how 
will you pay for it? Don’t worry—starting a vending business doesn’t 
require millions, but it does require smart budgeting. In Chapter 3, we’ll 
break down the startup costs and explore financing options, so you 
can turn your plan into a funded reality.

A well-prepared launch

Consider the story of a new operator who wanted to install vending machines in local 
gyms and fitness centers. Before buying anything, she spent a month in the planning 
phase. She set up her business as “Fit Fuel Vending LLC,” got the necessary licenses, 
and importantly, researched health department rules. Because she planned to 
include protein shakes and refrigerated healthy meals, she obtained a food vending 
permit from the county health department (they required proof that her machines 
could keep perishable items below 40°F and that she had a plan to check expiration 
dates regularly). This up-front diligence paid off when, upon approaching a large 
CrossFit gym, the gym owner asked about product quality and permit compliance—
she was able to confidently show her health permit and outline how her machines 
meet safety standards. The owner was impressed with her professionalism and gave 
her a coveted placement near the gym entrance.

Her planning also included knowing exactly how she’d service the machine: since 
it was her only machine initially, she scheduled thrice-weekly visits to restock and 
clean, and made sure she had a temperature-monitoring system (some modern 
machines will alert you if the cooler warms up, which is something she insisted on 
when purchasing). By structuring her business with these precautions and routines 
from the start, she avoided the common newbie mistake of scrambling later to fix 
oversight. Her brand quickly gained a reputation for reliability and quality in the local 
fitness community, helping her land two more gym locations via word-of-mouth 
within months.

Real-world example
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Chapter 3
Startup costs and financing 
options

How much does it cost to buy a money-making robot? That’s essentially what 
a vending machine is—a little robot retailer. The answer, like many things in 
business, is “it depends.” In this chapter, we’ll break down all the costs you 
should plan for and examine ways to finance your vending venture without 
breaking the bank.

Breaking down the startup costs

Launching a vending machine business involves a mix of one-time 
investments and ongoing expenses. Let’s start with the major one-time costs:

• Vending Machines: This will likely be your biggest upfront expense. 
The price of a vending machine can range widely based on its type, 
size, and features. A simple refurbished snack vending machine might 
cost as low as $1,000 (sometimes even a few hundred if it’s very old 
or basic). On the other end, a brand-new, high-tech machine or 
smart cooler can cost several thousand dollars—$3,000 to $6,000 is 
common for new snack or combo machines, and specialized or larger 
machines (like those with hot meals or advanced technology) can run 
$10,000 to $15,000 or more. Remember the old adage: “You get what 
you pay for.”. That old $800 mechanical machine might seem like a 
bargain until it breaks down frequently or struggles to attract modern 
consumers.

• Initial Product Inventory: You need stock to fill your machines. The 
cost here depends on how many machines and what products, but let’s 
say you have 5 machines and each holds about $200 worth of product 
at wholesale cost. That’s around $1,000 in inventory to start. If you 
stock more expensive items (like electronics or high-end snacks), your 
inventory investment per machine will be higher, but for typical snacks 
and drinks, a few hundred dollars per machine is a good starting 
estimate. Keep in mind you don’t want to overstock at first—you’re still 
learning what sells.
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• Storage and Equipment: If you have more than a couple machines, 
you may need a place to store bulk inventory (your garage or a small 
storage unit can work initially). You might invest in some shelves, plastic 
bins, or a small refrigerator/freezer if you’ll stock perishable or frozen 
items that you need to keep at home base. Allocate maybe $200-$500 
for basic storage and handling supplies (like a hand truck for moving 
heavy cases of drinks, which is a back-saver).

• Tools and Maintenance Supplies: A simple tool kit is a must 
(screwdrivers, wrenches, maybe a drill) for adjusting or fixing machines. 
You may also need cleaning supplies (glass cleaner, sanitizing wipes) to 
keep machines presentable. Budget $100-$200 here.

• Vehicle: If you already have a reliable vehicle with cargo space, great. If 
not, you might need to purchase or lease something like a van or large 
SUV. This is a major cost if you do it. Many start with whatever they 
have, even if it’s a car (you can fit a surprising amount of candy and 
soda in a car, though cases of drinks are heavy!). If you plan to scale, a 
used cargo van might be worth the investment once you have steady 
cash flow.

• Licenses and Permits: These are usually not too expensive, but must 
be accounted for. It could range from $50 to a few hundred dollars 
depending on your area and number of machines (for example, a $10 
per machine permit and a $100 business license would total $150 if you 
have 5 machines).

• Insurance: It’s wise to get liability insurance for your business. This 
protects you if, say, someone claims they got sick from something in 
your machine or a machine malfunctions and causes injury (rare, but 
possible). A small business insurance policy for a vending operation 
might cost a few hundred dollars a year. It’s not strictly required by law 
typically, but some locations will insist on it in your agreement. Check 
with an insurance agent about a business liability policy and perhaps 
property insurance for your equipment (especially as you grow).
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Now, consider ongoing expenses:

• Restocking Inventory: You’ll continuously spend money to buy more 
product as things sell. Typically, product cost is about 50% (give or 
take) of your vending selling price. For example, if a soda sells for $1.50, 
it might cost you $0.75 to buy wholesale. So, factor that into your profit 
planning.

• Gas and Vehicle Maintenance: You’ll be driving to your locations 
regularly. Budget for gas, and keep in mind wear-and-tear on your 
vehicle. If routes are tight, this is minor, but if you cover long distances, 
it adds up.

• Machine Maintenance and Repairs: Expect that at some point a 
machine will need a part replaced (e.g., a vending motor, a dollar 
bill validator, etc.). You might set aside a small reserve, say $100 per 
machine per year, as a maintenance fund. In the beginning, warranties 
on new machines (if you buy new) can help, or if you have a service 
contract, that cost would be another line item. If you bought used 
machines, be prepared for more frequent repairs.

• Commissions to Locations: Not exactly a “cost” in the traditional sense 
(since it’s a share of revenue after a sale), but it affects your net. Many 
locations will ask for a commission on sales, commonly around 10-
15%. Some high-traffic premium locations (like big colleges or airports) 
might demand higher, while others (like a small office) might accept just 
having the service with no commission if you keep prices reasonable. 
For planning, assume you might give a cut especially for lucrative spots.

• Payment Processing Fees: If you take cashless payments (which you 
likely will, via credit card readers or apps), the merchant processing will 
take a small percentage (usually ~1.5% to 3% plus perhaps a transaction 
fee). If you use a platform like 365Pay or a card reader subscription, 
factor in those fees or monthly service charges.

New vs. used machines: Cost trade-offs

Should you save money upfront by buying used machines, or invest more in 
new equipment? It’s a classic startup dilemma. Here’s what to consider:
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• Used machines (cheaper, but risky): As mentioned, you might find a 
basic used vending machine for a bargain price. This can drastically 
lower your initial spend. However, older machines often have outdated 
payment systems (maybe coin-only, or old dollar bill acceptors that 
don’t take new bills), limited product capacity, and are prone to 
breakdowns. If you’re handy at repairs or know someone who is, and 
the machine is a simple mechanical one, this route could work. But be 
cautious: there are cheaper, older options that are not recommended 
by anyone that has been around the vending business. The reason is 
simple—unreliable machines will consume your time and money in the 
long run. Each hour you spend fiddling with a jammed coil or driving 
out to fix a coin mech is an hour you aren’t selling or expanding. A 
newcomer who buys a $500 machine and doesn’t know how to fix it 
could quickly find themselves frustrated as technical issues mount.

• New machines (costly, but reliable): Buying new or nearly new 
machines means a higher upfront cost (several thousand each), but you 
generally get warranty coverage, tech support, and the latest features 
like guaranteed delivery sensors (which detect if an item drops, so 
customers get refunded automatically if it doesn’t), and native cashless 
payment acceptance. Higher-end machines also often have telemetry 
(remote monitoring) built in or as an add-on, which can tie into your 
management software. 365 Retail Markets emphasizes that over time 
the higher-end machines tend to be “the more profitable option” 
because they need less maintenance and have less downtime. Think 
of it like a car: a new car costs more but likely won’t see the repair shop 
for a while, whereas an old clunker might be cheap but could break 
down frequently.

• Smart Vending equipment: If your budget allows, consider whether 
you want to start with one of the new smart solutions (like a smart 
cooler or a micro market kiosk). For instance, the PicoCooler Vision 
(a smart cooler with built-in AI product recognition) or the Stockwell 
cabinet are advanced pieces of equipment. These likely cost more than 
standard vending machines, but they unlock the ability to offer more 
products and potentially earn more (we’ll talk ROI in a moment). Some 
operators choose to start with one traditional machine and one smart 
machine to compare performance. Keep in mind, if you opt for these, 
your financing needs might be higher—but so might your revenue.
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Financing your vending business

You have your cost estimates—now, how do you fund them? Luckily, starting 
a vending business typically doesn’t require massive capital compared to, say, 

Operators who upgraded from old machines to new smart machines have reported 
impressive gains. One operator shared that switching to smart coolers raised their 
sales by over 40% and bumped profit margins up by 10-15%. The ability to price items 
flexibly (not limited to $0.25 increments) and carry high-margin products made a 
tangible difference in their income. So while a new smart machine might cost double 
an old used one, it could pay for itself faster through higher sales.

Real-world insight

opening a retail store. But if you need a few thousand more than you have, 
there are multiple financing routes:

• Self-funding/savings: Many entrepreneurs start by self-funding, 
especially if the need is moderate. This could mean using personal 
savings or even a 0% intro APR credit card to buy a machine (some 
equipment sellers will let you purchase via credit card). Be cautious with 
credit cards, though. Only use them to the extent you have a realistic 
plan to pay them off with the machine profits, otherwise interest can 
eat you alive after the intro period.

• Equipment financing/leasing: There are financing companies (and 
sometimes vending machine sellers themselves) that offer to finance 
the equipment. Essentially, they buy the machine and lease it to you, 
or give you a loan specifically for that machine purchase. The machine 
often serves as collateral. This can be a good option if you want new 
machines but can’t afford the lump sum—your revenue from the 
machine can help make the monthly payments. Just read the terms 
carefully; ensure the payment schedule is something you can handle 
even if sales are a bit slower at first. Leasing might have you pay a bit 
more over time than the machine’s sticker price (due to interest), but it 
spreads the cost.

• Small business loan: A traditional bank or credit union loan is an option 
if you have decent credit and perhaps some business history. For a 
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brand-new business with no revenue yet, these might be harder to get 
unless you secure it with personal collateral or a strong personal credit 
score. However, some micro-loan programs or the SBA (Small Business 
Administration) might be available if you have a solid business plan. The 
sums we’re talking for a few machines might be relatively small for a 
bank, so you might lean toward a personal loan if needed.

• Partner or investor: Maybe you have a friend or family member who’s 
interested in investing or partnering. For example, you handle the 
operations and they put up the money to buy the machines, and you 
split profits. Just be sure to outline clear terms if you go this route—it’s a 
business arrangement, so treat it like one (even if it’s Uncle Bob funding 
you; have an agreement in writing about profit sharing or repayment to 
avoid misunderstandings).

• Buying on contract (route purchase): If you are buying an existing 
route from someone, sometimes the seller might finance it for you. For 
instance, they might accept a 50% down payment and let you pay the 
rest over 12 months from the machine earnings. Sellers do this to cast a 
wider net of buyers. If you negotiate such a deal, make sure the route’s 
cash flow can support paying the seller while still leaving you enough 
profit to operate.

• Starting small: Another form of financing is basically sweat equity and 
reinvestment. Start with one or two lower-cost machines you can afford 
now, run them, save the profits, and then buy more machines with 
those profits. This bootstrap method takes patience but keeps debt 
low. For example, you spend $2,000 on one machine and product. That 
machine nets, say, $150 a month after costs. Instead of pocketing that, 
you save it, and in a year you have enough to buy a second machine 
without taking a loan. Meanwhile, your first machine is still earning. It’s a 
slower growth path but solid.

Cost control tip: Whichever financing path, keep some reserve funds. It’s 
tempting to spend every dollar on machines and products, but having a buffer 
(even $500) can rescue you if a machine suddenly needs a repair or if you land 
a great new location but need to quickly buy another machine for it. Running 
out of cash right when an opportunity or emergency arises can stunt your 
business.
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Estimating your profitability (When do you break even?)

Since we’re talking money, let’s quickly address how you know if these costs 
are worth it. When planning, try to estimate a break-even point for each 
machine. For instance, if a machine cost you $3,000 all-in (machine + initial 
stock + setup costs) and it generates $300 a month in gross profit (after 
restocking costs, before any commissions), it would take about 10 months 
to recoup the investment. Anything beyond that is profit (aside from ongoing 
costs). This is a simplistic calculation, but it helps gauge feasibility.

Of course, some machines might recoup faster, some slower. If you have to 
borrow money, include the loan payments in your break-even analysis. The 
goal is to have a realistic timeline in mind. Many vending businesses aim for a 
break-even on a machine within 1-2 years. If your plan shows it taking 5 years 
to pay off one machine, you might be too conservative in location or pricing 
and need to rethink. The beauty of vending is that a single good machine can 
reliably produce income for many years after it’s paid off, essentially becoming 
an “asset” that yields cash like an investment.

Financing in action

Let’s say you plan to start with 3 machines: one drink machine, one snack machine, 
and one combo (snack/drink) machine for three different locations you’ve scouted.
You’ve priced out new machines and it’s coming to about $12,000 total. You only 
have $5,000 cash saved. You decide to finance the difference by taking a $7,000 
equipment loan from a financing company, to be paid over 3 years. Your monthly 
payment ends up around $220.

Machine by machine, your projections are:

• Machine A (drink machine at a factory breakroom): Expected sales $500/month, 
cost of goods $250, location commission $50 (10%), leaving $200 gross profit. 
Subtract maybe $20 in card processing fees. Net ~$180.

• Machine B (snack machine at an office building): Sales $400, COGS $200, no 
commission deal (they just wanted service), net ~$200.

• Machine C (combo machine at a small hotel): Sales $300, COGS $150, 
commission $30, net ~$120.

Example
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At this point, you’ve built a solid foundation. You understand the 
business model, you’ve lined up your legal and financial basics, and 
you have a clear sense of how much it’s going to cost to get started. 
That groundwork is essential. Now it’s time to shift from planning  
to execution.

Example (continued)

Total net from operations per month ~$500. Now subtract the $220 loan payment, 
and maybe $30 in gas and incidentals. You’re at ~$250 net profit per month initially. 
That’s modest, but remember, each month your loan principal is shrinking and after 
3 years that $220 goes away, boosting your profit. Plus, you’ll likely be working to 
increase those sales by tweaking products or adding more machines.

In this scenario, you’re still in the black each month even with financing costs. It 
would take roughly 20 months to “pay off” the initial $5k you put in and cover all 
loan payments via profits, which is within that 1-2 year break-even goal. And any 
improvement (sales growth or cost reduction) will accelerate it.

Key takeaway: Plan for the worst, hope for the best. When estimating, use conservative 
sales estimates. If reality exceeds them, great! You’ll break even sooner. If you plan on 
every machine being a home run, you might get in trouble if one underperforms.
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Part 2
Planning and setting up 
your unattended retail 
operation
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Planning and setting up your unattended retail operation 

This is where the business starts to take shape. It’s one thing to have a plan 
on paper. It’s another to get your machines into the right locations, stocked 
with products people actually want to buy.

In Part 2, we’ll focus on the operational decisions that set the tone for 
everything that comes next. You will discover how to identify prime locations 
and negotiate suitable placement agreements. Additionally, you will receive 
practical tips for selecting equipment that aligns with your budget, goals, and 
the specific requirements of each site. 

Then we’ll get into inventory—what to stock, where to buy it, how to keep 
it fresh, and how to adjust based on what your customers are actually 
purchasing. This part of the process is about preparation, but not overthinking. 
You’ll leave with a setup that’s ready to perform and built to grow.
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Imagine your vending machine inside a bustling office breakroom where 100 
hungry employees pass by daily – sounds like a goldmine, right? Now imagine 
the same machine tucked in a quiet corner of a low-traffic building – it might 
collect dust. Location can make or break your vending business. In this 
chapter, we’ll explore how to find those golden locations and how to convince 
location owners to let you in (on terms that work for both of you).

Scouting prime locations – Where to put your machines

“Go where the people are.” It sounds obvious, but it’s the foundational rule of 
vending placement. High foot traffic equals more sales opportunities. Here’s 
how to systematically find great spots:

• Start with research: Use tools like Google Maps and business 
directories to identify potential high-traffic places. Think about where 
people spend time and experience either hunger, thirst, or idle time 
(the trifecta for vending success). Some classic examples:

 o Workplaces: Offices, corporate campuses, factories, distribution 
centers. Employees appreciate convenient snacks and drinks on-
site, especially if options around are limited or time is short.

 o Schools and colleges: Lots of people in one place. Just be mindful 
of school regulations (e.g., many K-12 schools have rules about 
selling soda or junk food during school hours).

 o Hospitals and medical centers: People are there 24/7 and often 
can’t leave easily (family of patients, overnight staff). These are 
prime but may have existing contracts.

 o Gyms and fitness centers: As noted earlier, these may want 

Chapter 4
Choosing profitable 
locations and securing 
placement agreements
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healthier selections – think protein bars, sports drinks.

 o Apartment complexes: Especially large ones. A vending machine 
in a laundry room or clubhouse can serve residents.

 o Hotels/motels: Guests often seek a late-night snack or drink 
without going out. Many hotels have vending on each floor or a 
mini market in the lobby.

 o Transportation hubs: Bus stations, train stations, airports (though 
airports usually have larger contracts in place).

 o Retail Stores or malls: Some have vending for shoppers or 
employees in breakrooms.

 o Recreation spots: Bowling alleys, skating rinks, public parks (with 
permission), movie theaters (in lobbies or arcades).

 o Auto shops/waiting areas: Places like car repair shops, oil change 
centers where people wait and might want a snack or drink.

• Observe and verify: Once you have a list of candidates, visit them if 
you can. Is there already a vending machine present? If yes, note what 
type and how many people seem to use it. If a location already has two 
soda machines and they’re busy, that’s both a good sign (location has 
traffic) and a potential challenge (they might not need another machine, 
unless you offer something different). If there’s none, why not? Some 
places might have no vending simply because no one pitched it yet – 
a golden opportunity – or because the owner had a bad experience 
before (which you can counter by being better).

• Match location to product needs: Different spots have different ideal 
offerings. A factory breakroom might thrive with traditional snacks 
and drinks for quick breaks. A gym would do better with water, protein 
shakes, and maybe energy bars (and fewer candy bars). A college dorm 
might love energy drinks and microwavable meals. Tailoring your plan 
to each location’s demographic increases your appeal when pitching 
and your sales once in. If you can say, “I noticed your building has a 
lot of young professionals; I plan to include popular energy drinks and 
healthy snack options that they often prefer,” it shows you’ve done 
your homework.

• Mind the competition and convenience proximity: If there’s a 
convenience store or cafeteria steps away from the spot, your machine 
might struggle unless it offers something unique or extended hours. 
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People typically use vending for convenience or off-hours. If next door 
is a 24/7 convenience store, why use a machine? But if after 5pm the 
cafeteria closes, a vending machine becomes valuable. Similarly, 
proximity of other machines matters – if a snack machine is in the 
lobby, maybe you place yours on another floor or area to serve those 
who don’t walk to the lobby.

Checklist: Evaluating a potential location  
(Use this whenever you scout a new spot):

Foot traffic: Approximately how many people pass or use the 
area daily?

Existing options: Are there other vending machines or food 
options on-site? What products do they offer?

Needs: Who are the people here (workers, students, visitors)? 
What might they want (e.g., coffee in the morning, snacks in 
afternoon, cold drinks, etc.)?

Space & power: Is there a suitable spot to place a machine (out 
of the way of foot traffic, but visible)? Is there an electrical outlet 
nearby for the machine? (Vending machines need standard 120V 
outlets; you don’t want to string long extension cords if possible.)

Security: Is the area secure or monitored? (A machine in a secure 
building is less likely to be vandalized than one outside on a street.)

Access hours: Can people access it 24/7 or only during certain 
times? If only 9-5, your sales might be limited to those hours.

Decision-maker: Who likely controls vending decisions here 
(building manager, business owner, property manager)? Make a 
note to approach the right person.
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Making the pitch: How to approach location owners/managers

Finding a great spot is one thing; getting permission to install your machine is 
another. How do you convince a business or property owner to let you put a 
machine on their premises?

• Face-to-face wins: While you might start with a phone call to identify 
the right person, try to arrange an in-person meeting or even drop 
in if appropriate. Vending is a people business at its core. Walking 
in allows you to read the environment and establish rapport. Bring 
a friendly, service-oriented attitude. You’re not just asking for a favor; 
you’re offering a service to them (their employees or customers will be 
happier).

• Be professional and prepared: Dress neatly (business casual is usually 
fine). Have business cards ready, and ideally a simple brochure or one-
pager about your company and what you offer. You might even prepare 
a visual of the machine (a photo) and a list of proposed products and 
prices. If you can, bring product samples – handing the manager a 
free sample of a popular snack you plan to stock can leave a positive 
impression (and it’s hard for someone munching on a delicious treat to 
not like the idea!).

• The value proposition: Emphasize benefits to them:

 o Convenience: “This will make it easy for your employees/visitors 
to grab refreshments without leaving the premises, improving 
satisfaction.”

 o No cost or effort on their part: “I handle everything – installation, 
stocking, maintenance – you just enjoy having the service here.”

 o Revenue share (if offering commission): “I can offer X% of 
the sales to you as a commission each month for allowing the 
placement.” Money talks, and even if it’s not huge, it’s an incentive.

 o Reliability: If they have a machine currently that’s often empty or 
broken (common complaint), stress how you will be responsive 
and keep the machine clean and stocked. You might say, “I live 
10 minutes away, so I can quickly address any issues.” Or mention 
your use of technology: “Our machines have remote monitoring, so 
I know when stock is running low or if there’s a malfunction, often 
before anyone else notices, ensuring consistent service.”
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 o Better options: If replacing an existing vendor, highlight what you’ll 
do better. Maybe the current vendor only takes cash and people 
have been asking for card payments – you will solve that with a 
modern card reader. Or the selection is stale – you’ll bring in new, 
healthier, or trendier items.

• Listen to their needs: Ask questions like, “Are you happy with your 
current vending service?” or “What kinds of feedback have you gotten 
from employees/customers about snacks or drinks here?” This not 
only gives you intel (maybe people have been complaining there’s no 
diet soda, etc.), but it involves the decision-maker in a dialogue. If they 
express a pain point (“Ugh, the machine we have is often out of stock”), 
you can respond with exactly how you’d address it (“I restock twice a 
week and use an app that alerts me when stock is low, so that won’t 
happen with us”). If they currently have no machine, ask if they think 
staff/visitors would use one – get them to envision the benefit.

• Overcoming objections: Common hesitations you might hear and how 
to handle them:

 o “We’ve had issues with vending machines before (mess, refund 
issues, etc.).” – Acknowledge it: “I understand. Sometimes older 
machines or inattentive vendors cause problems. My approach is 
different – for example, our machines have a vend-sensor, so if a 
snack doesn’t drop, it automatically refunds or lets the user choose 
again, avoiding frustration. And I personally will be here to service 
the machine regularly and keep the area clean.” Show how things 
have improved (technology or your service ethic).

 o “We don’t want to deal with the hassle.” – Emphasize it’s zero 
hassle for them: “I take care of installation, upkeep, and any 
necessary insurance or permits. We’d also sign a simple agreement 
so everything’s in writing, and you can call me anytime there’s an 
issue and I’ll handle it. You literally just let us put it in and enjoy the 
service.”

 o “What if it doesn’t get used?” – Perhaps offer a trial period: “How 
about we try it for 3 months. If usage is low or you’re not satisfied, 
I’ll remove the machine, no hard feelings.” This lowers their risk. 
Chances are, if you did your homework, the machine will get used 
and they’ll want to keep it.
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 o “We already have a vending contract/vendor.” – If they seem 
happy, back off gracefully but leave your card in case things 
change. If they’re not thrilled (you can tell by tone), politely mention 
you’d love to be considered if they ever look for a new provider and 
that you can often beat competitor service. Sometimes contracts 
have end dates; find out when and follow up then. Or if it’s an 
exclusive contract building-wide, you might have to move on.

Not Just Snacks—A Smarter Solution

Imagine pitching a doctor’s office on a vending solution. Instead of a standard snack 
machine, propose a smart cooler that goes beyond snacks and drinks—stocking 
masks, hand sanitizer, and even full meals. This approach aligns with the setting, 
catering to both staff and patients with convenient, health-conscious options.

Rather than offering just another vending machine, present a sleek, self-service 
market that complements a modern space. A well-placed pitch could sound like: 
“This isn’t your typical vending machine—it’s a state-of-the-art smart cooler designed 
to fit seamlessly into your office.” Pair that with a polished image—like a Stockwell 
cabinet in a professional setting—to help them visualize the upgrade.

In the doctor’s office example, the value was clear. A curated selection of higher-
margin healthy items and essential supplies turned the smart cooler into more than 
just a vending solution—it became an amenity that enhanced the space and provided 
greater variety.

That’s exactly how modern vending solutions can enhance a location’s environment. 
In this doctor’s office waiting area, a smart vending cabinet provides snacks, drinks, 
and essentials in a sleek, high-tech form that complements the space. By proposing 
such advanced equipment, you can differentiate your pitch and offer locations 
something beyond the ordinary. It’s a win-win: the site gets a convenient service (and 
even a share of sales), and you get a high-traffic placement likely to boost profits.

Real-world example
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Placement agreements: Sealing the deal

Once a location says “Yes, let’s do it,” you’ll want to formalize the arrangement. 
This protects both you and the location. Here’s what to include in a simple 
placement agreement (often a few pages at most):

• Parties & location: Clearly state your business name and the location 
(with address). E.g., “Agreement between Swift Snacks LLC (‘Vendor’) 
and ABC Manufacturing, 123 Industrial Way (‘Location’).”

• Term & termination: How long is the agreement for and what’s 
the termination clause? You might say an initial term of 1 year, auto-
renewing month-to-month thereafter, and that either party can 
terminate with 30 days’ notice. This way you’re not locked if the spot 
is truly terrible, and they feel they’re not stuck if unhappy (though if you 
perform well, they won’t terminate).

• Equipment & services: Note that you (vendor) will install and operate 
[describe machine type] at the location. Mention you’ll maintain it and 
keep it stocked.

• Commission/revenue share: If you agreed on, say, 10% of gross sales 
to the location, put that in. Clarify when and how it’s paid (e.g., “Vendor 
will pay Location 10% of gross sales collected from the machine, on 
a monthly basis by the 10th of the following month, accompanied by 
a sales report.”). If no commission, the contract can simply say the 
location agrees to host with no fee and in exchange gets the service for 
its patrons.

• Utility cost: Vending machines use electricity. Usually it’s not even 
brought up because one machine’s electricity (maybe $5-15 a month) is 
negligible for most businesses, but some very cost-conscious owners 
want a small electric fee or higher commission to cover it. If it was 
discussed, include how that’s handled (often the commission more 
than offsets it).

• Responsibilities: You’ll state you are responsible for maintenance, 
repairs, stocking, and liability for the machine. The location’s 
responsibility is typically to grant you access (if it’s in a secure area, how 
will you get in to service it? make sure you work that out – maybe you 
come during business hours or you get a key/card access). Also, they 
should agree not to move or tamper with the machine (aside from say 
unplugging it in an emergency).
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• Insurance/Indemnity: You might promise that you carry liability 
insurance and will cover any damage or injury related to the machine 
(this is standard boilerplate; check with your insurer for any specific 
wording). Similarly, the location may want to be held harmless from 
vending-related issues. This all sounds heavy, but it’s standard. If you 
don’t have insurance yet, this clause might prompt you to get it.

• Refills & service schedule: You can add something about how 
often you’ll service it (e.g., “Vendor will refill and service the machine 
approximately 2 times per week, and additionally as needed to ensure 
product availability”). This sets expectations.

• Exclusivity (if any): Some agreements give you exclusive rights to 
vending at that location (meaning they won’t allow another vendor 
to put a competing machine next to yours). If you can get that, great! 
If not, it’s not a dealbreaker, but obviously you prefer not to have 
competition right at your site.

• Signatures: Both parties sign and date.

Keep the tone of the agreement collaborative. It’s there to make sure everyone 
is on the same page, not to overwhelm with legalese. If the location has 
their own contract, read it. Often large companies have a vending contract 
template. Make sure you are comfortable with any quotas or requirements in it.

Maintaining good location relationships

After the agreement, remember that this is a relationship. Check in regularly 
with site contacts (managers, receptionists, etc.). A simple, “Hi, just checking 
that everything’s going well with the machine. Any suggestions or requests?” 
goes a long way. Maybe they’ll say, “Actually, everyone’s been asking for Diet 
Coke instead of Coke Zero,” or “The machine area gets a bit messy on Fridays 
when kids visit; could you make sure it’s tidy?” – You address these, and 
you’ve cemented trust.

If you keep them happy, they’ll keep you around, and maybe even refer you 
to other opportunities. Many successful vending operators get their best new 
locations via referrals: a manager moves to a new company and invites you to 
put a machine there, or they mention you to a friend who runs a business. That 
happens only if you build a good rep by being attentive and reliable.
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Conversely, if an issue arises (e.g., a coin got stuck and someone is upset), 
handle it fast and professionally. Provide a refund promptly if needed (many 
operators leave a small petty cash or a stash of a few dollar bills with a 
receptionist or manager to give immediate refunds, then you reconcile later). 
It’s not losing a dollar that hurts, it’s losing trust that will hurt.

Congratulations, you’ve got prime locations lined up! Now the question is: 
What machines will you place there, and what will you stock in them? 
The next chapter is a big one—choosing the right vending machines and 
technology to maximize sales, plus deciding on the product mix. We’ll 
weigh the pros and cons of different machine types (snack vs. drink vs. 
combo vs. smart machines) and how features like cashless payment and 
remote monitoring can turbocharge your operations. Onward to Chapter 
5, where we get into the nuts and bolts of selecting equipment that sets 
you up for success.

Key takeaway: Land the location, then continually earn the location. The game isn’t over 
when the contract is signed; that’s just the first quarter. Keep them satisfied and you’ll 
enjoy a long, profitable partnership.



33

Chapter 5
Selecting the right vending 
machines (new vs. used, payment 
systems, and tech features)

What’s the difference between a vending machine that earns $50 a week and 
one that earns $500 a week? It could be the location, sure—but it’s also often 
the machine itself and what’s inside it. In this chapter, we’ll help you choose 
vending machines that fit your goals and locations. We’ll consider the classic 
debate of new vs. used machines, explore why modern payment systems are 
a must, and highlight tech features that can simplify your life and impress your 
customers.

Types of vending machines: Finding the right fit

Vending machines come in many flavors (figuratively and literally). Here are the 
main categories and what to consider for each:

• Snack machines: These are the ones with coils that rotate to drop 
items like chips, candy, pastries, etc. They’re usually not refrigerated 
(just ambient temperature). 

 o Good for: Offices, schools, any indoor location where snacks are 
popular. They have lots of slots for different items (some machines 
30-40 selections).

 o Consider: Package size limitations—items must fit those coil slots. 
Also, products sensitive to heat (chocolate in a hot location with no 
AC can melt – in such cases a combo refrigerated machine might 
be better).

• Drink machines: Typically with vertically stacked racks for beverages 
(cans or bottles). Many are refrigerated. 

 o Good for: Virtually any location because drinks (soda, water, juices) 
are big sellers. There are also specialized ones (like dedicated 
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soda-brand machines). Modern drink machines can accommodate 
various bottle shapes now, but check capacity. A can-only 
machine might hold 12oz cans well but not 20oz bottles, etc.

• Combo machines: These combine snacks and drinks in one unit, often 
with a refrigerated lower section for drinks and an upper for snacks. 

 o Good for: Smaller locations where you only have space (or budget) 
for one machine but want to offer both. Also good to test a new 
location’s demand. 

 o Consider: Combos typically have less capacity than separate 
machines, so you may refill more often.

• Specialty machines: Coffee vending (brewing hot coffee or dispensing 
cups), frozen food machines (for ice cream, frozen meals), or even those 
that vend non-food items (like electronics vending at airports). 

 o Good for: Niche placements – e.g., coffee vending in a large office 
with no cafe, or ice cream machines at a student dorm. If your 
market calls for it, they can be great differentiators. But as a starter, 
you might focus on the basics first.

• Smart stores / micro market setups: These are the new-wave 
“vending” solutions like smart cabinets and smart coolers, and micro 
market kiosks. We’ve touched on them before:

 o Smart cooler (e.g., PicoCooler Vision): Looks like a glass-door 
fridge. Customers unlock with a payment method, take what they 
want, and it auto-charges them when they close the door. 

 ◾ Benefits: Huge variety of product sizes and types (anything 
that fits on a shelf), customers can examine items (nutrition 
info, etc.) before purchase which increases buying 
confidence. High security (locks and cameras/weight 
sensors) so minimal theft (PicoCooler Vision has virtually 
eliminated theft for some operators). Also higher capacity 
often and can encourage multi-item purchases. 

 ◾ Consider: Requires a reliable internet connection for the 
vision technology and has a higher initial cost. However, if 
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you choose 365’s PicoCooler Vision, you’ll have tech support 
from the provider. Many new operators find it user-friendly 
once it's set up.

 o Smart cabinet (e.g., Stockwell): Similar to cooler but also has 
ambient sections (so room temp items too). 

 ◾ Benefits: Can stock things like protein powders, electronics, 
or pantry items alongside drinks. Often high security (locks 
and cameras/weight sensors) so minimal theft. Looks very 
modern – can be a showpiece for a location.

 ◾ Consider: Also pricy upfront, and you’ll work with the provider 
(like 365 Retail Markets) for setup and support.

 o Micro market kiosk: Instead of a single machine, this is a self-
checkout system with open shelving. Essentially, you create a mini 
convenience store in a breakroom – customers pick up items and 
scan them at a kiosk or with their phone to pay.

 ◾ Benefits: Ultimate variety (even more than a smart cooler, 
because you can have multiple shelves, racks, even a 
microwave station). It feels like a small shop, which can drive 
higher spending per visit.

 ◾ Consider: Requires enough space and secure location 
(since it’s honor system with tech enforcement). Probably 
not where you start unless you already have a big secure 
workplace lined up. But something to aspire to as you grow 
or if you partner with 365.

If you’re starting small, you’ll likely choose between standard snack/drink 
machines versus these newer smart options based on budget and target 
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clientele. There’s no one-size-fits-all—some locations might warrant a simple 
drink machine only (say, an auto repair shop waiting area with limited space), 
whereas a large corporate HQ could support a fancy micro market.

New vs. used revisited (quality matters)

In Chapter 3, we discussed cost aspects of new vs. used. Now think in terms 
of functionality and impression:

• Used/older machines: They might be mechanical push-button types 
or early digital displays. They likely only accept cash/coins by default. 
If you go this route, strongly consider retrofitting a cashless payment 
reader (more on that below). Additionally, older machines might lack 
features like drop sensors (which detect if a product actually fell). 
Nothing frustrates customers more than paying and getting nothing 
due to a snag – modern machines solve this by either a sensor or a 
motor that spins again. If your used machine doesn’t have it, be 
prepared that you’ll occasionally deal with refunds and complaints. You 
can sometimes install add-ons like an infrared vend sensor kit to older 
machines – it’s an extra expense but improves service quality.

• Newer machines: Not only do they break down less, they also look 
better. A shiny, well-lit machine with an attractive display can draw 
people in. Some new machines have LED lighting inside, eye-catching 
graphics on the wrap, and even little screens for ads or promos. This 
can make a difference especially in corporate or retail locations where 
appearance matters. Also, energy efficiency is better in newer ones 
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– LED lights, efficient compressors in coolers, etc., saving electricity 
(which, while not your bill typically, is still a selling point to mention – 
“these are Energy Star rated machines that won’t spike your power 
use”).

Payment systems: Cashless is key

We’ve touched on this but let’s emphasize: Equip your machines to accept 
modern payments. Fewer people carry cash, and virtually everyone has a 
card or phone. If your machine only takes coins and bills, you’re leaving money 
on the table – quite literally, as customers walk away.

Options for cashless:

• Card readers: Devices like the 365 Retail Markets PayPlus card reader 
can be installed on vending machines to accept credit/debit cards 
and mobile wallet payments. They usually connect via cellular signal 
to process transactions. PayPlus Omni is a cool one because it can 
even accept cash while adding card capability by fitting over the bill 
acceptor– neat if you want both options in one. When you install these, 
you often pay a monthly service fee or a percentage per transaction 
to the provider. It’s worth it for the increased sales. Many vending 
businesses see a significant uptick in sales when adding cashless, 
because customers tend to buy more per transaction (no cash limit) 
and use the machine more frequently.

• Mobile app payments: Some systems allow users to pay via an app. 
For example, the 365Pay app lets users load money and scan a QR 
code on the machine to pay. The advantage is it can integrate loyalty 
or promotions (buy 9 get 1 free, etc.). This can encourage repeat usage. 
Not every location will have customers who want to download an app 
for a one-off snack, but in a workplace where they use it daily, it’s great.

• Traditional cash: Don’t ditch cash entirely. A lot of vending customers 
still appreciate the option to use a dollar bill or their spare change. 
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Ideally, have a machine that takes both. Or if card readers are out of 
budget initially, at least ensure your bill acceptor can take $1 and $5 
bills and is updated for newer bill versions. Also, consider adding a 
$1 coin acceptor if in a country where those are common. It’s about 
convenience – give people multiple ways to pay.

Tech Features to Look For:

• Remote monitoring (telemetry): This means the machine reports 
sales and inventory levels to you electronically (often through the 
same connection used for cashless). Why is this great? Because you 
can check on your phone or computer what’s selling and what’s low, 
before visiting the machine. It saves time and helps you plan restock 
visits efficiently (also known as prekitting – packing what you need 
for each machine beforehand, so you carry exactly what’s needed). If 
you have just one or two machines, you might manage fine manually, 
but once you scale to many, this is a lifesaver. Some new machines 
come telemetry-ready or you can add a device. 365’s VMS (vending 
management system) and ADM software rely on getting that data to 
give you insights.

• Inventory management software: Even if you don’t spring for full 
telemetry right away, start with good habits using software or at least 
spreadsheets to track inventory. There are affordable VMS solutions 
(some even free for small operators) that let you input what you stock 
and track sales (you’d manually enter collected cash and restocked 
items each visit). This data will guide reorders and show which products 
move or not.

• Digital screens and advertising: Some modern machines have 
screens that can display ads or promotions. 365 partners with Advana, 
a platform that delivers targeted advertising on micro market kiosks 
and other self-service retail screens. While ad networks like Advana 
primarily serve larger-scale operations, small operators can still use 
built-in screens for their own promotions—such as highlighting new 
products (“Try our new flavor chips in row C!”) or running holiday 
specials. While not essential for starting out, digital displays can 
become a valuable tool as you invest in newer equipment.

• Security features: Features like alarms, cameras in smart machines, or 
simply good locks are vital. Ensure your machines have high-security 
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locks (some operators replace the standard locks with more tamper-
proof ones after purchase). The smarter equipment like PicoCooler 
and Stockwell inherently have good anti-theft designs (locked until 
payment, tracking of what was taken). If theft has been an issue in a 
location historically, lean towards these newer options. In semi-public 
areas like dorms or gyms, an open-access cooler that requires a 
card to unlock drastically cuts shrinkage versus a traditional vending 
machine that someone could rock to shake out items or pry open.

Product capacity & flexibility

Think about how flexible the machine is for different product sizes. Some 
snack machines have adjustable coils or trays, which is great if you want to 
sometimes vend slightly larger items (like a big bag of chips vs. a standard 
size). Combo machines might have fewer slots, limiting variety. Smart cabinets 
with open shelves obviously give maximum flexibility (you can put a giant bag 
of jerky or a small pack of gum equally well). Consider your product strategy 
(next chapter) and ensure the machine can physically handle it. 

The high-tech advantage

365 Retail Markets’ customer, Paradies Lagardère, made the shift to computer 
vision coolers and saw strong results—high accuracy in product recognition meant 
customers were charged correctly, and losses were minimal. Breakroom Choices, 
another customer, noticed a clear change in how customers interacted with products 
once they introduced PicoCooler Vision. “With vending, you’re vending. With markets 
and PicoCooler Vision, you’re shopping now… It made a huge difference in sales. Our 
sales went through the roof.”

For operators looking to stand out, this highlights a key opportunity. If the budget 
and location are right, investing in a smart cooler can set a business apart and drive 
higher sales compared to a traditional vending machine. It’s the difference between 
running a payphone and a smartphone kiosk—one is outdated, the other meets 
today’s expectations.

Of course, every business has to balance ambition with practicality. A smart approach 
might be to start with one advanced combo machine featuring a card reader and 
remote monitoring in a prime location while using a couple of refurbished machines in 
secondary spots to manage costs. Over time, profits can help fund upgrades across 
the operation.

Real-world example
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Key takeaways: Invest as much as you can reasonably afford in technology that makes 
your vending business easier to run and more attractive to customers. Every feature that 
prevents a lost sale (cashless, vend sensors) or saves you a trip (remote monitoring) is 
worth it. And every feature that draws in more sales (better lighting, appealing design, 
ability to stock diverse items) directly boosts your bottom line.

Modern smart store vending equipment allows a much wider range of products than 
traditional coil machines. For example, a Stockwell smart cabinet can be stocked with 
gym-friendly items – from yoga mats and supplements to sports drinks and fresh salads 
– illustrating how advanced machines let you tailor offerings to the location’s audience. 
These units have no coils; instead, they use open shelves with secure access and AI 
tracking, giving operators flexibility to sell high-margin, bulky, or odd-sized products that 
wouldn’t fit in a standard vending machine.

Setting up and testing your machines

Once you’ve picked out the machines, setting them up correctly is vital:

• Placement: Work with the site on delivery logistics. Older traditional 
vending machines are heavy (~600-800 lbs for full-sized ones). You 
may need a professional mover or at least an appliance dolly and some 
strong helpers. Make sure it fits through doors and into elevators if 
needed–measure dimensions! It’s a rookie mistake to buy a machine 
that can’t navigate a narrow doorway. Also, ensure the floor is level 
where it sits to avoid internal mechanical issues.

• Initial programming: You’ll need to set prices on the machine, 
configure the payment system, and load items. Set your prices 
thoughtfully – factor in your cost, desired profit margin, and rounding 
(many operators price things ending in 5 or 0 cents for simplicity with 
coins, although with cashless that matters less). Also consider location 
type; captive audiences (like a hotel at midnight) might bear a bit higher 
price, whereas a machine in a discount retail employee breakroom 
might do better with value pricing.

• Testing: Always do a bunch of test vends for each selection. Nothing’s 
worse than stocking a whole machine, leaving, and later finding one coil 
was misaligned and nobody could buy that item. Test the coin mech 
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and bill acceptor with actual money; test the card reader with a card. 
Ensure the machine dispenses change correctly. In smart coolers, do 
a dummy purchase to see if the door unlocks and the vision system 
correctly registers an item removal. It’s worth spending an hour or two 
on thorough testing.

• Aesthetics and marketing: Clean the machine’s glass and surfaces 
so it gleams. You can put a custom decal or sign if you want, such 
as a sticker with your company logo and a contact for issues/refunds. 
Many operators include a small note: “For questions or refunds, contact 
[Name] at [phone/email].” This transparency builds trust (and people 
are less likely to rock or abuse a machine if they see it’s cared for by a 
real person). If you have an app like 365Pay enabled, promote it on the 
machine – maybe a QR code or a “Download our app for a bonus” sign.

By selecting good machines and equipping them properly, you set a 
foundation for smooth operations. You don’t want to be constantly firefighting 
machine problems, you want to be focusing on selling products and finding 
new locations. The right equipment choices up front tilt the odds in your favor.

With your machines ready to go, it’s time to decide what goodies to 
fill them with. After all, even the fanciest vending machine won’t earn 
a dime if it’s filled with products no one wants. Chapter 6 is all about 
sourcing and managing inventory – we’ll talk popular products, where 
to buy at good prices, how to keep track of stock (and expiry dates), and 
tips for keeping your selection enticing and profitable. Your machine is 
essentially a mini-store, so let’s stock the shelves smartly!
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Chapter 6
Sourcing and managing 
inventory (popular products 
and supplier relationships)

Ever stood in front of a vending machine indecisively, scanning rows of snacks 
for something that hits the spot? As a vending operator, you want to be the 
one who anticipates that craving perfectly. In this chapter, we’ll dive into how 
to choose the right products for your machines, where to get those products 
at good prices, and how to manage your inventory so you never run out of 
favorites (and never get stuck with expired duds).

Curating a product mix that sells

Stocking a vending machine is part art, part analytics. The art is understanding 
human cravings and the specific tastes of your location’s audience. The 
analytics is evaluating sales data to see what actually moves. Here’s how to 
approach it:

• Core popular items: Certain products are almost universally good 
sellers. These often include:

 o Drinks: Popular sodas (including diet options), bottled water, 
energy drinks, perhaps iced teas or sports drinks especially in 
gyms or hot climates.

 o Snacks: Chocolate bars, chips, cookies, gummies or candy.

 o Gum & Mints Small, but people often impulse buy mints or gum.

 o Healthy/granola: Granola bars, trail mix, maybe nuts or dried fruit. 
These have risen in demand in workplaces and schools.

 o Coffee and energy: If you are not selling hot coffee, you can 
include cans of cold brew coffee or energy shots if the location fits 
(like a college or workplace with long hours).

This is a starting lineup. You would then tailor around this to the venue’s 
profile (as discussed in the location chapter). For instance, in a youth-
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heavy environment, energy drinks and sour candy might do great; in 
a health-conscious office, you’d lean more on nuts, protein bars, and 
sparkling water.

• Use data and feedback: If you’re using a VMS or at least tracking by 
seeing what’s sold out, pay attention. After a couple restock cycles, 
you’ll notice some slots empty out fast and some items linger. Double 
down on the hits: if you can barely keep Twix on the shelf, add a second 
coil of Twix or another chocolate bar variant. For the slow movers, try 
swapping them out for something else. Maybe those kettle chips aren’t 
touching the Doritos’ popularity – next time, replace kettle chips with a 
different flavor or a different snack category. It’s constant optimization. 
Using sales insights to align offerings with customer demand 
reduces waste and boosts satisfaction.

• Seasonal & trends: Don’t be afraid to rotate items seasonally or test 
trendy products. In winter, things like hot chocolate mix packets (if you 
have a way to vend them, or maybe coffee with a hot water dispenser 
nearby) could be interesting, or in summer, more cold drinks and maybe 
electrolyte pops. If a new candy bar or chip flavor is all the rage (thanks 
to social media perhaps), stock some and even advertise “New!” 
on the machine with a sticker. People love novelty, and having a new 
item occasionally can spike interest. Micro markets and smart store 
operators often do this: they refresh stock with seasonal items which 
keeps customers engaged.

• Higher margin items: Balance your product mix with some items that 
have higher profit margins. Typically, bottled water has a great margin 
(costs you maybe $0.15 a bottle wholesale, can sell $1.00+). Candy and 
snacks usually have 50-60% margin. Some healthier options actually 
cost more wholesale, ironically yielding a lower margin unless you 
price higher – but health buyers may pay a premium. Also consider 
some “upsell” or pricey items if your machine or format allows – e.g., 
a $3 protein bar that cost you $1.50, alongside $1 candy bars that cost 
$0.50. If even a few sell, they raise profit. In a smart cabinet, maybe you 
sell a $5 jerky bag that cost $2.50 – fewer competitors for that inside a 
machine, and jerky lovers will pay it.

• Local favorites: Depending on your region, there may be beloved 
local brands. In Michigan, for example, stocking Faygo beverages or 
Better Made chips might delight locals more than generic options. You 
could even stock healthy food options for smart coolers. If you have a 
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connection to a local bakery or snack producer, you might vend their 
items—this can differentiate your machine (“Wow, it has my favorite 
local bakery’s muffins!”) and sometimes you can get those items 
on consignment or at wholesale since it’s promotional for the local 
business too.

Key takeaways: Diversity with focus. Offer a variety so there’s something for everyone 
(salty, sweet, healthy, indulgent, drinks, etc.), but focus on what sells best and don’t be 
afraid to cut poor performers.

Where to buy your inventory (supplier relationships)

Now that you know what you want to stock, where do you get it?

• Wholesale clubs: Retail warehouse clubs like Costco, Sam’s Club, 
or BJ’s are a common source for new vending operators. They sell 
bulk snacks and drinks at a decent price. Many vending favorites (e.g., 
48-count box of chips, 24-pack sodas) are available there. It’s easy: 
load up your cart, pay, done. Downsides: not always the rock-bottom 
price per unit, and selection might be limited to mainstream flavors.

• Cash & carry / food service distributors: There are cash-and-carry 
wholesalers like Restaurant Depot or local companies that supply 
convenience stores. If you can get an account (some require a business 
license or EIN to sign up), you may get slightly better pricing than retail 
clubs and a wider range of products. Also, full-line vending product 
suppliers exist in many cities – basically, companies that stock 
everything for vending operators, from candy to coffee cups. They 
might deliver to you or have a pick-up warehouse. The more you buy, 
often the better the deal.

• Beverage distributors: For drinks, check local beverage distributors. 
Major soda companies and snack companies sometimes have 
programs for vending operators where you can buy direct. 

• Local producers: If you vend fresh or local items (like sandwiches, or 
the local bakery’s goods as mentioned), you’d source straight from 
them daily or weekly. You’d need to have an arrangement where you 
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either buy outright or they consign (consignment means you pay 
for what sells, return or discard what doesn’t by expiry – common in 
fresh vending like sandwich vending). Starting out, you might not do 
perishable fresh food immediately, but if you have a captive office with 
a fridge machine, offering fresh sandwiches from a local deli could set 
you apart. Just ensure proper food safety and rotate stock rigorously.

• Online wholesale: Some operators order snacks from online 
wholesalers or even Amazon bulk if the price is right. Be mindful 
of shipping costs (heavy items get expensive to ship). It’s good for 
specialty snacks you can’t find locally.

Build a relationship with your suppliers. For example, if you frequent a 
wholesale club at off-hours, chat with the manager. Maybe they can special 
order certain candy you need a lot of. Or, with a distributor, being friendly can 
lead to tips on discounts or new products. Sometimes, reps might provide free 
promotional samples of new snacks for you to try in your machine.

Also track prices and try to optimize. You might find Costco has the best deal 
on chips, but Sam’s Club is cheaper for soda. It might be worth maintaining 
memberships or accounts at multiple places to cherry-pick the best deals. 

Inventory management: Keeping machines stocked and fresh

Having inventory is one thing; managing it effectively is another. Here are best 
practices:

• Regular restocking schedule: Set a schedule for each location based 
on its sales volume. High traffic machine? Maybe every 2-3 days. Low 
traffic? Maybe weekly or biweekly. Don’t let machines go empty. The 
moment a customer finds their favorite item sold out, you risk losing 
not just that sale but future trust. “Why bother, it’s often empty,” they’ll 
think. Using tech can help; if your machine reports stock levels, you’ll 
know precisely when to go. If not, err on side of frequent restock until 
you gauge how long things last. 
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• Prekitting and route planning: If you have inventory data (even just 
notes from last service), pack what each machine needs before you 
go. This saves lugging unnecessary stock. For instance, if Machine A 
sold 10 Pepsis since last time, bring 10 to refill plus a few extra. VMS 
software can print pick lists for this. It not only saves time, but it also 
helps you avoid forgetting to refill something.

• Expiry dates: Always check dates when restocking. Put newer stock 
behind older stock in coils (“first in, first out” rotation) so older sells first. 
Remove items that are near expiration if the location is slow (you might 
relocate them to a faster machine if they’ll sell there before expiring). 
Nothing tarnishes your rep like someone buying an expired snack. With 
micro markets or open setups, customers can see dates, so it’s even 
more crucial in those.

• Adjusting to supplier price changes: Suppliers are raising prices 
more often than before. Keep an eye on your costs. If the wholesale 
for chocolate bars jumps 10%, you either need to adjust your vend 
price or accept a margin hit. Micro markets and smart stores allow you 
to change price remotely across all, but even with traditional vending 
you should be ready to reprice if needed. It’s better to raise a machine’s 
prices gradually than to suddenly find your margins gone. If raising, do it 
in a reasonable way (like +$0.10 or $0.25). If using tech like 365’s ADM or 
VMS, you can identify which products are most affected and where you 
can tweak prices.

• Keep it clean and attractive: Inventory management isn’t just counting; 
it’s also presentation. When you refill, take a moment to tidy up the 
rows. Make sure items haven’t shifted weirdly (sometimes items can 
turn or get stuck – fix those). Clean the glass and wipe down buttons 
if needed. A clean, full-looking machine invites use. If something left 
a smell (maybe a milk drink spilled or some food expired), clean that 
immediately – odors will repel users.

• Security of inventory: If you store bulk inventory at home or in a 
storage unit, keep it organized and pest-free. Snacks can attract 
rodents or bugs – use sealed bins for candies and chips. Don’t leave 
boxes on a damp floor (soggy chips are no fun). Also track what’s in 
your storage vs what’s in machines. Some software allows warehouse 
inventory tracking too, or do it manually (“I have 10 Pepsi cases in 
storage, I put 2 in Machine A, so 8 left,” etc.).
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• Respond to trends: Use inventory as a feedback mechanism. If you 
notice a trend like suddenly sparkling water is selling more than soda, 
increase it. During exam seasons at a university, you might load extra 
energy drinks and coffee. If inflation hits and you see costs rising, you 
may try slightly smaller package alternatives (a smaller bag of chips at 
lower price point) to offer budget-friendly options.

Building supplier relationships and getting deals

Treat your suppliers as partners. If you grow, invite them to help your growth: 
“Hey, if I add 5 more machines this summer, can we discuss a volume discount 
or any incentives?” Sometimes beverage companies will give you a free case 
for every X cases purchased. Snack distributors might have promos like “buy 
10 boxes get 1 free.” Keeping abreast of these can trim costs.

Also, share feedback upstream if relevant. If a particular snack is super 
popular, let the distributor know – they might stock more or alert you if supply 
is short. If a product consistently underperforms, maybe it’s not just your 
machines – could be a general trend (like a flavor failing nationally). 

Creative sourcing in action

Example: Some vending operators join industry associations or local vending groups, 
where members share advice on product sourcing and even bulk buying power. If 
there’s a vending association in your country/state, it might provide access to special 
pricing from manufacturers.

Example: One vending operator noticed that kombucha drinks were becoming 
popular at his tech company locations but buying them retail was expensive. He 
approached a local kombucha brewery and struck a deal to buy wholesale directly, 
explaining he’d place their product in five office locations’ breakroom markets. They 
agreed to a good price and even provided some branded signage he could stick on 
the machine to promote it. The result: unique product offering that competitors didn’t 
have, happier health-conscious customers, and a solid margin because he cut out a 
middleman. This illustrates thinking outside the typical big-brand supply chain and 
leveraging relationships.

Real-world consideration
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Key takeaway: Stock smart and stay agile. The best product mix when you start may 
not be the best six months later. Keep learning and adjusting. Your goal is to become 
the go-to snack and drink source that perfectly matches each location’s desires. When 
you manage inventory well, you’ll see it in your profits (fast turnover, minimal waste) and 
in customer satisfaction (their favorites are usually there, fresh and tasty).

What's next? Your operation is in motion. You’ve secured locations that 
make sense, installed machines that fit the environment, and stocked 
them with a mix of products built to sell. It’s not a concept anymore—it’s 
a functioning business.

What comes next is where things get interesting. Daily operations, 
customer expectations, and the pace of restocking will start to shape 
your routines. You’ll begin to see what’s working and where there’s room 
to adjust. From here, it’s about keeping your machines running smoothly, 
managing your time efficiently, and turning early traction into long-term 
momentum.

That’s where we’re headed next. Part 3 is about managing and growing 
the business you’ve now launched.
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Part 3
Managing and growing 
your unattended retail 
company
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Managing and growing your unattended retail company

Getting your first machines up and running is a milestone, but it’s just the 
beginning. Now comes the part where consistency matters. The operators 
who succeed long term aren’t just the ones with the best products or flashiest 
tech. They’re the ones who stay organized, pay attention to the details, and 
keep their machines running like clockwork.

In Part 3, we’ll shift into what it really takes to run and grow an unattended 
retail business. That means refining your restocking routines, staying ahead 
of maintenance issues, and learning how to respond when something breaks 
or a location’s needs change. It also means understanding the numbers—
knowing what’s selling, what isn’t, and how to use that data to improve your 
margins without overcomplicating your operation.

Once your day-to-day is solid, you’ll be in a better position to grow. That might 
look like adding new machines, testing smarter technology, or expanding into 
micro markets. Growth doesn’t have to be dramatic to be meaningful. It just 
needs to be deliberate.

This section is about building on what you’ve already started. Reliable 
operations. Smarter decisions. And a clear plan for what comes next. 
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Chapter 7
Revenue expectations and 
profitability factors

Is your vending machine a cash cow, or just pocket change? To answer that, 
you need to set realistic revenue expectations and understand the factors that 
drive profitability. In this chapter, we’ll break down how much money a vending 
machine can make, what costs nibble at those earnings, and how to improve 
your profit margins over time.

How much can a vending machine earn?

It’s the million-dollar question (well, maybe thousand-dollar question). The 
truth: it varies widely. Some rough benchmarks often cited in the industry:

• A decent performing vending machine might generate $100 to $300 
per week in gross sales.

• A really great location could earn $500+ per week (this often requires 
lots of foot traffic, high-priced items, or 24/7 access like a hotel or 
hospital).

• A slow spot might do only $50 a week (in which case, you’d consider 
moving it).

So annually, one machine might gross anywhere from $2,600 (if $50/week) 
up to $15,000 or more (if $300/week) or beyond for exceptional cases. Now, 
gross sales aren’t your profit. We need to subtract costs.

Costs that affect profitability

From those sales, these are the typical costs:

• Cost of goods sold (COGS): This is what you paid for the snacks and 
drinks sold. Typically 50% of vending selling price is a rule of thumb. If 
you gross $1,000, you likely spent about $500 on product (give or take, 
depending on item margins).
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• Commissions to location: If you pay, say, 10% commission, $1,000 
gross would owe $100 to the site.

• Transaction fees: Cashless payments will have fees. Suppose 60%  
of your sales are cashless with ~ 3% fee. That’s ~1.8% of total sales in 
fee (0% of cash sales + 3% of 60% averaged out). On $1,000, that’s 
about $18.

• Sales tax: Depending on your jurisdiction, you might have to pay sales 
tax on vending sales (some places exempt certain foods or have 
different rules if tax included in price). If your prices are tax-included, 
you’ll pay out a portion to the state. For example, 7% sales tax would 
mean out of $1,000, about $65 is tax (if prices were tax-included, 
effectively you only truly grossed $935 revenue + $65 tax to remit). 
Always account for this in pricing.

• Restocking expense: Fuel and time – hard costs like fuel can be 
a small percentage. Maybe $20 in gas for that $1,000 sales period if 
locations are near.

• Maintenance/depreciation: If you allocate $ over time for machine wear 
or eventual replacement. And any repairs or parts during that period.

After all that, the net profit from $1,000 might be on the order of $300-$400. 
That’s a very healthy margin for a small business (30-40%). If commission is 
zero, profit margin is higher; if commission is large or product mix is costly, 
margin lower.

Setting expectations for your business

When planning, you probably have some revenue/profit figure you hope 
to hit. Maybe “I want to net $1,000 a month” or something. To achieve that, 
work backwards: how many machines and at what average sales each? For 
instance, if each machine nets $100 a month profit (could correspond to 
maybe $250 gross sales each), you’d need 10 machines to net $1,000. Or if 
you have 5 machines, you’d aim for each netting $200 (so maybe $500 gross 
each). This helps align your goals with reality and guides where to push (more 
machines or better sales per machine).
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Keep in mind, profitability isn’t just about grossing more; it’s about running 
efficiently:

• Reduce wasted visits: Driving out to restock a machine that barely 
needed it wastes time and fuel. Try to coordinate schedules or use data 
to optimize your trips. A tool like 365’s VMS can help manage inventory 
on-site and keep track of whether a visit is necessary.

• Minimize spoilage: Expired items are pure loss; careful inventory 
rotation prevents throwing away product (which is basically throwing 
away money).

• Negotiate lower costs: A small drop in product cost can boost 
margins. E.g., saving 5 cents per candy bar by buying smarter might not 
sound like much, but over thousands of sales it adds up and directly 
increases profit.

• Theft/shrinkage: Vending is relatively safe from theft by customers 
(except shaking machines or break-ins, which are rare). However, 
shrinkage can occur in micro markets (shoplifting) or from internal 
handling. The new technology like smart coolers nearly eliminates 
customer theft by requiring pre-payment. Still, be mindful: if cash 
collections and accounting don’t match sales reports, find out why (a 
malfunctioning coin mech? Or something else?).

Speaking of theft, one of the benefits cited by adopting PicoCooler was that 
it dramatically reduced shrinkage because every transaction is tracked and 
the door locks otherwise. So investing in secure tech protects your revenue 
– a broken-into machine could mean a big one-time loss and repair bill, not 
to mention downtime (no sales while it’s out of order). Choose appropriate 
machine security level for the location risk.

Strategies to boost revenue and profit

If your machines are in place and you want to see those numbers climb, 
consider these strategies:

• Optimize product mix for profit: Analyze which items have the highest 
profit per vend (taking into account cost and price). If those items also 
sell well, emphasize them (stock more, give prominent placement). 



54

Sometimes a slight shift (like selling a 20oz soda for $1.75 that costs 
$0.50, vs a 12oz can for $1.00 that costs $0.30) can improve profit 
because the margin per item is higher and people might still buy the 
bigger size. Upsizing offerings can increase average spend.

• Raise prices when justified: Don’t be afraid to adjust pricing over 
time. If you’ve improved the service or added value, or simply if costs 
went up, modest price increases can usually be done without much 
pushback. It could be as simple as +$0.10 on most items. Many 
operators do a yearly review of prices. Pay attention if nearby stores 
raised prices – if the convenience store upped soda to $2, your 
$1.75 soda is fine; if you’re charging $1.75 and store is $1.25, maybe 
you should adjust or explain the convenience factor. Pricing can be 
dynamic; some advanced systems even allow time-of-day pricing 
or promotional pricing (for instance, discount certain items nearing 
expiration to sell them off).

• Merchandising and promotions: How you arrange products can 
influence buying. Put the most popular or high-margin items at eye 
level. In micro markets, use nice displays (perhaps a small sign “Fresh 
this week!” on new items). Consider offering a combo discount if you 
have a machine that can do that (some modern kiosks or apps can, like 
“buy a snack and drink together, get $0.25 off”). The 365Pay app and 
platforms can also run promotions or loyalty points– e.g., buy 10 items, 
get credit for one free. Encouraging repeat purchases drives volume, 
which in turn drives profit.

• Add more machines or services: Once you’ve maximized current ones, 
expansion is the obvious way to grow profit. But do it smartly – add 
machines where you see unmet demand (maybe your snack machine 
empties out quickly at a location, so adding a second machine for 
drinks could double sales there). Or if a location is maxed out with two 
machines, find another location. We’ll talk expansion in next chapter.

• Operational efficiency: This indirectly improves profitability by cutting 
costs. Using route optimization (less travel time), possibly hiring a helper 
for a route so you can focus on getting new accounts (increases overall 
business). Sometimes, profitability isn’t just per-machine but overall 
scale – you might find economies of scale as you get bigger (buying 
in bulk gets cheaper, servicing 10 machines in one day is more cost-
effective than 10 separate days for 1 machine each, etc.).
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Understanding ROI and long-term value

Remember that a vending machine is an asset. The ROI (Return on 
Investment) on a machine can be very good compared to many businesses. 
If you spend $3,000 on a machine and it nets $1,000 per year, that’s a ~33% 
annual ROI – impressive by investment standards. After it pays itself off, it’s 
still there earning (with maintenance). Take care of your machines and they 
can last many years (10+ years isn’t uncommon with updates). Some operators 
continue to profit from well-placed machines they installed a decade ago, just 
by keeping them updated with payment systems and good maintenance.

It’s also okay to cut losses. If a machine isn’t hitting at a location (maybe it only 
does $30 a week after months of effort), consider moving it. That machine 
is better off in a new home. It’s like any retail – some stores need relocation 
or retargeting. Just ensure to respect any agreements when removing; give 
notice if required.

Smarter vending, more sales

When operators upgrade to modern technology, the impact on revenue per machine 
can be significant. Take the shift from a traditional snack vending machine to a 
PicoCooler Vision—instead of a single-item vend, the ability to encourage multiple-
item purchases drives up the average ticket size.

Another advantage is precise pricing. Older machines with coin mechanisms often 
force pricing in $0.25 increments. With a modern system, an item can be priced at 
$1.95 instead of $1.75 or $2.00, capturing an extra 20 cents per sale. That might seem 
small, but across hundreds of transactions, it adds up quickly. Customers using cards 
or mobile payments typically don’t hesitate over a few cents, making this an easy way 
to boost profitability.

Beyond these direct revenue benefits, technology can also offer advantages in tax 
structuring. In markets where tax is added at checkout rather than baked into the 
price, operators may see additional financial benefits—something worth discussing 
with an accountant.

Case study insight
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Realistic Ramp-Up

Don’t be discouraged if revenue starts a bit slow initially. Sometimes it takes 
people a little time to notice a new machine or change their habits. Promote 
your machine when it’s new: put a bright “Hello, I’m new here – try me out!” 
sign or have the location announce it (maybe an email to employees: “We now 
have a new snack station on 3rd floor!”). If after a month or two a machine’s 
numbers are low, try changing some products or amping the marketing (one 
operator put a small bowl of free samples on top of the machine for a week – 
e.g., a few bite-size candy pieces – with a note “Like these? Find more inside!” 
and saw an uptick in sales).

Measure your performance by more than just dollars. Look at gross sales 
trends, sell-through rates of items, and of course listen for any feedback 
(direct or via the location). Profitability can improve as you refine operations, 
so view the first 6-12 months as a learning period to fine-tune for maximum 
profitability thereafter.

Now that we’ve crunched the numbers and identified ways to maximize 
profit, it’s time to ensure the day-to-day operations run like clockwork. 
Even a great plan can fall apart if execution falters. In Chapter 8, we’ll 
explore the day-to-day operations and maintenance – what a typical 
week looks like for a vending operator, how to keep machines running 
smoothly, and tips to handle common issues. Basically, how to keep the 
machine’s heart beating so those profits keep flowing!

Key takeaway: Know your numbers. Track sales, costs, and profits meticulously. This 
not only tells you how you’re doing but also reveals where to improve. The vending 
business, when optimized, can yield a solid stream of income. It might not make 
you rich overnight, but by managing profitability factors well, it can be a steady and 
relatively low-maintenance revenue source. And every efficiency you implement or 
insight you act on goes straight to your bottom line.
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Chapter 8
Day-to-day operations and 
maintenance

What does a week in the life of a vending entrepreneur look like? It’s not all just 
counting money – there’s a fair bit of behind-the-scenes hustle to keep those 
machines running and customers happy. In this chapter, we’ll walk through 
the daily and weekly tasks that keep your business on track, from restocking 
routes to troubleshooting machine issues. We’ll also cover maintenance best 
practices to minimize downtime (and headaches).

The daily/weekly routine of a vending operator

While every operator’s schedule varies, here’s a typical flow once your 
business is up and running:

• Morning check-in: Many operators start the day by checking their 
system (if they have remote monitoring) or reviewing notes from last 
visit. Did any machine trigger an alert (like a temperature issue or a low 
stock alert)? Any overnight issues reported? If a machine has cashless, 
maybe see if any declined transactions (could indicate a reader offline). 
Basically, scan for fires to put out.

• Route planning: Decide which locations to service today. You likely 
won’t hit every machine every day – you’ll have a rotation. Some might 
be Monday/Thursday, others Tuesday/Friday, etc. Plan an efficient route: 
cluster nearby sites together. If using routing software like 365 VMS, 
optimize the driving order.

• Prekitting inventory: Before heading out, gather the products needed 
for each machine. For example, for Location A’s snack machine, you 
noted it needs 5 Pepsi, 3 Sprite, 4 Doritos, etc. Pack those in a bin or 
box labeled A. Do the same for B, C, etc. This way at the site you just 
grab that bin and fill, rather than lugging the whole stock and figuring 
it out there. If you have a small number of machines, you might carry a 
general stock box and refill ad-hoc, but as you scale, prekitting saves 
time. It also helps prevent forgetting to top something up.
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• On-site servicing: At the location, greet any contact person if 
appropriate (especially first few times). Open the machine (don’t forget 
your keys!). Remove cash box if needed (some do it at end of service, 
some at start). Restock according to your plan, then double-check 
important items:

o Any expired items? Remove them.

o Is pricing label or screen correct and clear for each item?

o Any columns jammed or not working? Test if uncertain.

o Clean any spills or debris inside. Wipe down surfaces.

o Ensure the machine is locked properly when done (give it a tug  
to verify).

o If collecting cash, do it discreetly and secure the money (carry a 
lockbox or deposit bag).

Use this time also to interact briefly: ask a nearby employee, “Hi, I’m 
refilling the machine – anything you’d like to see in there that’s not? Any 
problems?” These casual chats can yield golden feedback (“Actually, 
the guys were wishing for a diet lemonade”) It shows you care and 
helps you catch issues early.

• Logging and reconciling: After servicing, note how much you 
restocked and any issues. If you pulled cash, ideally count it soon 
(maybe back in your vehicle or at home office later) and compare to 
what sales you expected. If you have a VMS, input the data: how many 
of each item refilled, cash collected, etc. This keeps your inventory 
counts accurate and flags discrepancies. Some operators do this 
digitally on a tablet or phone on the spot, others scribble on paper and 
input at day’s end.

• End-of-day tasks: Count the day’s collections, make bank deposits 
if necessary (or if you mostly take cashless, just see the payments 
deposited to your account electronically). Order any products that need 
restocking in your stash. Maybe you visit your wholesaler on certain 
days to replenish your bulk inventory.

• Customer service: Check messages or calls from any locations. If 
someone called about a machine issue or request, address it. For 
instance, if an item got stuck and a refund was requested, process  
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that (maybe drop off $ in an envelope to the person or send a mobile 
payment, and certainly fix the machine problem).

• Maintenance/repair: If a machine had an issue you couldn’t solve on 
the routine visit, plan a fix. Maybe you noticed a motor not turning – you 
might come back with a replacement part. If it’s beyond your skill, call a 
technician if under warranty or contract. For simpler issues, sometimes 
a good cleaning fixes it (bill validators often just need dust removal or a 
quick reset).

Key takeaway: Consistency and reliability. If you commit to servicing a location 
twice a week, do it. Quality Vending’s success in scaling was partially due to doing 
exactly what they promised and not cutting corners. That kind of reliability builds your 
reputation and ensures machines are always in top shape to earn.

Maintenance best practices

Preventive maintenance can save you from bigger problems:

• Clean machines regularly: Aside from surface cleaning, periodically 
clean interior parts. For example, coin mechanisms work best when 
free of grime; use compressed air or gentle brushing to clear them. 
Bill validators have belts/rollers that can get sticky – there are cleaning 
cards you run through like a bill to clean them. Do this maybe monthly 
or if you see errors. Refrigerated machines: check condenser coils for 
dust and vacuum them occasionally so cooling stays efficient (just like 
an AC unit).

• Inspect for wear: Watch for things like bulbs out (if lighting is dim, 
replace bulbs or upgrade to LED kits which last long and draw eyes 
to products). Check door seals on refrigerated units to ensure they’re 
sealing (saves energy and prevents condensation).

• Software/firmware updates: Some newer machines or card readers 
have firmware updates. These can fix bugs (e.g., a credit card reader 
glitch). If your provider sends updates, apply them when you can (often 
can be done remotely or via a flash drive on site).
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• Keep spare parts: It’s wise to carry some common spare parts: extra 
spirals/coils, a spare coin mech and bill acceptor, light bulbs, fuses, 
maybe a couple motors for snack drop mechanisms. These aren’t too 
expensive and having them means if one coil motor fails, you can swap 
it in the field instead of the machine being out of order until you get a 
part. If you have identical machines, spares can serve any.

• Use support resources: If you partnered with a provider like 365 
Retail Markets for smart equipment, use their support when needed. 
They often have 24/7 help for troubleshooting. It’s better to call and fix 
something in 15 minutes than to let a problem fester. Also, user manuals 
and online forums (like tech support forums, YouTube tutorials, or even 
365’s HelpCenter) can be lifesavers when diagnosing an issue.

• Plan downtime minimization: If a machine must be out of service 
(say a major repair), communicate with the location and try to expedite 
it. Perhaps even provide a temporary solution (like a small backup 
machine or frequent refill of remaining products) if it will be days. 
However, many issues can be fixed same-day if you’re prepared. The 
goal is to avoid the “Out of Order” sign – that’s lost revenue and annoys 
users. Having the right tools to continually check for technical issues 
and alert you means you can act fast.

Behind every well-stocked vending machine is a well-organized inventory 
system. Whether stocking from a small storage space or managing a full 
warehouse, keeping products in order ensures service runs stay efficient and 
machines don’t sit empty. As operations grow, tracking everything manually 
becomes time-consuming and prone to errors. Lightspeed Automation is an 
example of a warehouse management solution that helps streamline order 
picking, improve accuracy, and keep warehouse teams and route drivers on 
the same page.

A good system minimizes wasted time. Instead of scrambling to find products 
or making extra trips due to missing stock, automated tracking ensures 
everything is where it should be. This means faster restocks, fewer shortages, 
and a smoother day-to-day operation—critical for keeping machines full and 
revenue flowing.



61

Common operational challenges and solutions

Even with good maintenance, you’ll encounter occasional problems:

• Machine won’t take bills/coins: Often due to jams. Solution: clear any 
jammed coin (carry a small magnet tool – coins are metal – or just open 
coin mech and remove stuck coin). For bills, if it’s spitting every bill, the 
validator might be dirty; clean it. If it’s not powering, check connections. 
If card reader shows offline, maybe the cellular signal is down – a 
reboot or waiting might help; otherwise call provider.

• Item jammed and didn’t vend: Despite vend sensors, it can happen. If 
you’re there, clear it and consider repositioning that item (maybe double 
the coil or use a different coil type for that product). You might owe a 
refund if a customer paid – do good on that via location office or sign 
with contact info.

• Machine is warm (for refrigerated ones): Could be propped door, 
failed compressor, or it’s been opened long during service. Check that 
the cooling unit is running (do you hear compressor?). If not, might need 
a tech or a hard reset (unplug, replug). Don’t leave perishable items in a 
non-cooling machine beyond a brief window; move them or they spoil.

• Vandalism or break-in: This is rarer especially indoors. But if it happens, 
prioritize securing the site (maybe remove cash nightly in a risky area to 
reduce incentive). If glass is shattered or machine badly damaged, you’ll 
need to empty it and arrange repair or replacement. Insurance can 
cover such incidents – another reason to have it.

• Collection discrepancies: If you expected $100 but only found $80, 
possible causes: someone might have stolen from cash box (unlikely if 
locked), or more often the coin changer is full and dumped coins into 
the overflow (some coins may still be in machine in a internal cashbox 
vs the one you pulled), or an accounting error. Investigate calmly. Over 
time, if patterns emerge (e.g., a route helper skimming), you need to 
address it. But usually there’s a benign explanation like coins going to 
the change tube or a few unpaid credit card transactions that were 
authorized but not captured, etc.

• Time management: As a solo operator especially, managing time is vital. 
Route efficiency, combining tasks, and avoiding unnecessary trips will 
keep your workload sane. If you find days are too long, consider if you 
can tweak schedules or whether it’s time to hire part-time help for refills.
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Keeping yourself organized

Many vending operators stress the importance of being organized because 
you’re juggling multiple locations, dozens of products, and mechanical upkeep. 
Use tools that work for you: whether it’s a digital app, spreadsheets, or old-
school notebook, track each machine’s details (location contact, key number, 
what coils carry which product, etc.).

Set aside time weekly for “office work” – counting money, paying bills 
(restocking purchases, any loan payments), sending commission reports, etc. 
It’s easy to focus only on the field work and neglect paperwork, but the back-
office side keeps your business legal and profitable. For example, tally up sales 
and expenses to see profit, and set aside the amount for taxes so you’re not 
surprised later.

One more thing – enjoy the process. Many people love the vending business 
because each day is a bit of an adventure: you’re out and about (not stuck at 
a desk), you interact with diverse people, you see immediate results of your 
efforts (empty machine -> you fill -> next time cashbox is full). Take pride in the 
small wins: a machine perfectly filled, a thank-you from a customer, a week 
with zero issues. That energy will keep you motivated through the occasional 
7am restocks or late-night repair runs.

With smooth operations and well-maintained machines, you’ve built a 
solid foundation. At this stage, you might be thinking of the next level: 
growth! In Chapter 9, we’ll discuss scaling and expansion strategies 
– how to grow from a handful of machines to a larger enterprise, how 
to incorporate new services like micro markets or office coffee, and 
lessons from others who have successfully expanded. Your vending 
business doesn’t have to stay small; with the right moves, it can scale 
impressively. Let’s explore how to do it smartly.
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Chapter 9
Scaling and expansion 
strategies

You’ve got a few machines humming along smoothly—so what’s next? Many 
vending entrepreneurs catch the growth bug once they realize the potential. 
Scaling up can mean more machines, bigger accounts, or even branching 
into micro markets and office coffee services. In this chapter, we’ll explore 
strategies to expand your vending business smartly and sustainably, learning 
from real-world examples (like our friends at Quality Vending & Coffee) on 
what it takes to grow without losing your footing.

When and why to scale

First, determine if you’re ready to grow. Signs you might be:

• You have stable profits and operations with current machines

• You often find extra time or capacity in your schedule (or conversely, 
you have so much demand for refills that adding more would be 
efficient)

• Opportunities are knocking – maybe a facility manager asked if you can 
handle more locations, or you spot untapped locations in your area

• You have capital or credit available to invest in more equipment.

Benefits of scaling:

• Higher revenue: Obvious but true – more machines in good locations = 
more sales.

• Economies of scale: As mentioned earlier, your cost per machine 
can drop as you spread fixed costs (like your vehicle, storage rent, 
or management software subscription) over more revenue. Buying 
product in larger volume often gets discounts.

• Market presence: Being “bigger” can win you larger accounts. 
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Some companies prefer vendors who can handle all their sites or 
multiple services.

• Resilience: With more machines, if one location goes away or 
underperforms, it’s a smaller hit to overall business.

Caution: Don’t grow so fast that quality of service slips. An operator scaling 
too quickly might take on more than they can handle, leading to poorly 
serviced machines and upset locations (and then losing accounts – a step 
back).

Expanding within current accounts

One of the easiest ways to scale is to deepen existing relationships. If you 
have a machine in Company X’s breakroom, could you add another in their 
lobby? Or pitch them a micro market instead of a single machine if they have 
the space and headcount? Perhaps you’re serving snacks, but they also have 
coffee needs – maybe you can supply a bean-to-cup coffee machine or 
pantry service.

Often, satisfied clients will let you expand laterally:

• New Locations of Same Client: If they have multiple offices/branches, 
ask for referrals or intros. “We’d love to serve your other office across 
town—any chance to connect with the facility team there?”

• Complementary Services: With 365 Retail Markets' Connected 
Campus, operators can offer vending, micro markets, dining, and other 
unattended retail solutions all under one system. Expanding services—
like adding office coffee service (OCS) for clients already using your 
vending—can boost revenue without needing new accounts.

• Micro Markets and Smart Stores: If you have a location with say 150+ 
employees using vending heavily, consider proposing a micro market 
upgrade. Explain the benefits: more variety, self-checkout convenience, 
fresh food options. Show data if you can: e.g., “Your 2 machines do $X a 
week; similar sites that converted to a micro market saw 2-3 times the 
sales due to the expanded offering.” This could turn one account into 
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a significantly larger revenue source for you. (Be mindful though: micro 
markets require more investment, and careful operation to avoid theft 
and ensure stock freshness.)

We’ll touch more on this in our next ebook.

Winning new accounts (and bigger fish)

To grow, you’ll seek new clients as well. Leverage your track record:

• Testimonials and references: Experienced operators have built trust 
by offering references and even site tours. You can do the same on 
a smaller scale. When pitching a new account, mention other happy 
clients (with permission), or offer to show your setup in a current 
location. A prospect hearing “Company Y down the street has been 
with us for 3 years and loves our service” is reassuring.

• Professionalize your pitch: As you go for bigger accounts (like a large 
hospital or university), you may need a more formal proposal. This could 
include an introduction to your company, the services you offer (with 
photos of machines/markets), maybe some data on how you improve 
employee satisfaction, and details on revenue share. This doesn’t have 
to be fancy; even a PowerPoint or PDF can do.

• Adapt to RFPs: Big organizations sometimes issue RFPs (Request 
for Proposals) for vending contracts. If one comes up, don’t be afraid 
to throw your hat in the ring, even if larger vendors are competing. 
Emphasize your strengths as a local operator – flexibility, attentiveness, 
customizing to their needs (where a big national vendor might be more 
one-size-fits-all). Even if you don’t win the first one, you learn, and 
maybe you get a foot in the door for next time.

• Networking: Expand your network in the business community. Join 
local business chambers, attend property management meetups, etc. 
Let people know what you do. Sometimes a casual conversation leads 
to “Oh, our company cafeteria just closed, we might need vending – 
here’s who to contact…”
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Scaling operations

As you add more machines, consider the operational changes:

• Employees or partners: You might reach a point where you can’t 
personally service all machines frequently enough. Hiring a route driver 
or a helper could free you to focus on business development. Hire 
carefully – they will be the face of your business on-site as well. Train 
them thoroughly on your standards.

• Fleet and warehouse: More machines might mean a bigger vehicle (or 
a second one) and maybe moving inventory out of your garage into a 
small warehouse or office space. Plan for these costs in your scaling 
budget. The efficiency gained can be worth it – e.g., a small warehouse 
lets you buy in pallets (cheaper unit costs) and prekit faster.

• Systems: Upgrade your management tools as needed. If you were on 
a basic spreadsheet and now have 20 machines, you may invest in a 
robust vending management software to handle it all. Also, remote 
monitoring becomes more vital with scale – you can’t physically check 
every machine often, so let the data guide you.

• Financing growth: Each expansion phase may require capital – for new 
equipment, hiring staff, etc. Reinvest profits, but you might also use 
financing as we discussed. Many growing operators use machine lease 
deals or small loans to add a batch of machines, then pay them off with 
the increased profits. Just ensure new ventures can cover their costs.

Diversification and innovation

Growth isn’t only in number of machines, but also breadth of offerings:

• Micro markets: As mentioned, running a micro market is a step up from 
vending but can yield big returns in the right environment. If you decide 
to venture into it, perhaps pilot one first to get the hang of inventorying 
fresh items, and managing a self-checkout kiosk. It’s like running a tiny 
convenience store – more responsibility but more revenue.

• Smart tech / AI vending: Adopting new tech early can give you 
an edge. For example, being the first in your region to deploy AI-
driven smart coolers means you can approach tech firms or modern 
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workplaces with something novel. People are drawn to novelty – 
one operator cited how patrons enjoyed the “cool” factor of the new 
machine, boosting sales and distinguishing them from old-school 
vendors. Not to mention the ability to charge down to the cent. Pricing 
at $1.79 instead of $1.75 might not seem like a big difference, but those 
extra cents add up fast over hundreds—or thousands—of sales.

• Other automated retail: Perhaps expand beyond snacks. Some 
vendors branch into ATMs, amusement machines (like claw cranes 
or pool tables in arcades), or even laundry vending (soap vending in 
laundromats). These can supplement income streams. However, keep 
focus – it’s better to be excellent in your niche than spread too thin.

Avoiding Pitfalls

Scaling can introduce risks:

• Overextension: financial strain from buying too many machines at 
once, or taking a huge account that demands resources beyond your 
capacity. Mitigate by planning and maybe phasing growth (install 5 
machines this quarter, stabilize, then 5 next quarter).

• Quality control issues: If you hire, make sure they follow your protocols. 
Mystery-shop your own machines occasionally or have a friend give 
feedback (“Was the machine full? Clean? Did the card reader work?”).

• Competition reaction: As you grow, competitors might take notice. 
They might try to poach your accounts by undercutting commissions 
or making big promises. Continue to differentiate on service and 
relationships, not just price. A client who loves your service is less likely 
to switch for a minor commission bump.

• Market changes: Keep an eye on big shifts. E.g., if a pandemic hits (like 
COVID did), office vending might slow while public vending could need 
PPE items. Being flexible (as 2020 taught many) is key. Some vending 
companies survived COVID by shifting to selling masks and sanitizer in 
machines, or by increasing unattended retail like micro markets when 
cafeterias closed. The ability to pivot is part of scaling resilience.
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Celebrate milestones: As you expand, take time to celebrate wins – your 10th 
machine, your first micro market, etc. It helps maintain morale for you and any 
team members. Scaling can be stressful, but also very rewarding as you see 
your one-person operation turn into a thriving enterprise.

With a growth roadmap in mind, you might also consider aligning with 
industry leaders to further power your expansion. Providers like 365 
Retail Markets aren’t just vendors of equipment; they can be partners 
in your growth by offering integrated solutions and support. Up next, 
Chapter 10: Preparing to work with providers like 365 Retail Markets. 
We’ll discuss how to integrate such providers into your plan – what to 
expect, how to prepare your business to take full advantage of their 
technology and services, and how that partnership can elevate your 
vending venture. We’re coming into the home stretch of our guide, tying 
all the pieces together for a modern, scalable vending business!
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Chapter 10
Preparing to work with providers 
like 365 Retail Markets

High-tech vending and micro market solutions can feel like rocket fuel for 
your business—but are you ready to press the ignition? Partnering with a 
provider like 365 Retail Markets can open doors to advanced technology, 
comprehensive support, and new revenue streams. In this chapter, we’ll 
guide you on how to prepare your vending business to collaborate with such 
providers, ensuring you can seamlessly integrate their solutions and maximize 
the benefits. Think of it as getting your “unattended retail” driver’s license 
upgraded from a basic car to a sports car.

Why partner with a technology provider?

Companies like 365 Retail Markets specialize in the technology that powers 
modern vending, micro markets, smart stores, and payment systems. Here’s 
what we bring to the table:

• Turnkey solutions: Rather than piecing together hardware and 
software from different sources, you get an integrated ecosystem. 
For instance, we can provide kiosks, smart coolers, card readers, a 
management platform (ADM/VMS), and even consumer engagement 
tools (like the 365Pay app and promotions) that all work together. This 
integration can simplify your life – one vendor to call for support, unified 
reporting across all machine types, etc.

• Innovation and updates: 365 Retail Markets is at the forefront of 
industry trends. By aligning with us, you’ll often get access to the latest 
tech (AI vision, mobile ordering, etc.) without having to invent it yourself. 
This helps keep your business ahead of competitors in offering cutting-
edge services.
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• Credibility: Having the backing or branding of a known provider can 
help win clients. You can say, “We utilize 365 Retail Markets technology, 
a leader in the industry, to ensure a top-notch experience.” In some 
environments, that recognition helps (like a corporate client might be 
more comfortable hearing that their micro market technology is from a 
stable, reputable company).

• Support infrastructure: Leading providers offer robust support – 
tech support hotlines, training resources, marketing materials, etc. 
For example, 365 Retail Markets has 24/7 customer support and help 
centers. If you encounter a complex issue, you’re not alone; our experts 
can step in.

Preparing your business: what to have in place

Before or as you initiate a partnership, get your ducks in a row:

• Legal and financial setup: Ensure your business is properly registered, 
insured, and in good financial health. Providers might require proof of 
business legitimacy or even run a credit check if you finance equipment 
through them. Know your budget and how you’ll finance the new 
technology (outright purchase, lease, revenue-share model?). Some 
providers offer financing plans.

• Technical readiness: Upgrading to advanced systems means you’ll 
need basics like reliable power and internet at locations. Check if your 
sites can accommodate that. For example, a micro market kiosk might 
need an ethernet or strong cellular connection to function optimally, 
plus maybe an extra outlet for the kiosk and cameras. Working with 
365 may also mean using our management software; make sure you’re 
comfortable with computer/mobile tools to monitor your business. 

• Operational capacity: Adding sophisticated tech might bring in more 
business. Are you ready operations-wise? Perhaps you’ll need more 
frequent fresh deliveries for micro markets, or someone to manage 
the increased data flow. Basically, line up or plan for resources (staff, 
time, supply chain adjustments). 365 can handle tech, but you handle 
operations; be sure that side can scale with the tech infusion.

• Market research: Do your homework on what solution fits where. 
When talking to the provider, you can say, “Location A has 300 
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employees on-site 24/7. We think a micro market with a 365 kiosk 
plus a PicoCooler Vision for after-hours would be ideal. Location B is a 
small gym—a single smart cooler might suffice.” This shows you have 
thought it out and allows us to confirm or suggest tweaks (we have 
plenty of experience from many installs to guide you).

Engaging with the provider

Once you’re prepared:

• Initial consultation: Reach out to 365 Retail Markets for a consultation. 
We’ll ask about your current business size, types of clients, and what 
you’re looking to do. Be honest about what you know and don’t. If 
you’re new to micro markets, say so; we can provide extra guidance or 
even references to other operators who successfully transitioned.

• Solution design: Work with us to design the solution. This might involve 
choosing specific models of kiosks, deciding on the number of smart 
coolers, customizing any branding, etc. Providers can often simulate 
ROI for you: e.g., “with a micro market, expected sales could be X based 
on your population, versus current vending of Y.” This helps ensure the 
investment makes sense.

• Training and onboarding: Good providers will train you on using 
their systems—both the consumer-facing parts (like how to restock 
a smart fridge and reset it, or how to use the kiosk functions) and the 
backend (running sales reports, setting up promotions). Dedicate time 
for this. Bring any employees into the training too. Ask questions, even 
seemingly dumb ones—better to ask now than be stumped later at 
10pm when a kiosk needs a reset.

• Support and maintenance alignment: Clarify with the provider 
how support issues are handled. Do they monitor the machines 
remotely too? (Some services watch machine health). What are your 
responsibilities vs theirs? For example, if the kiosk software crashes, 
you call them; if a cooler’s compressor fails, is that on you to fix or do 
they have service techs? Knowing this helps you integrate it into your 
maintenance planning. Some providers offer service contracts or 
extended warranties—consider them if you’re not equipped to fix those 
high-tech components yourself.
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Becoming a preferred operator

Once you successfully integrate provider solutions, you might become one of 
their showcase operators. Companies like 365 have networks or conferences 
where operators share success stories. Don’t shy away from these—
networking with other tech-forward vending operators can spark ideas and 
collaborations. Also, providers occasionally refer business; for example, if a 
large national client asks 365 for an operator recommendation in your area, 
they might point them to you if you’ve proven adept with their system.

Also, pay attention to analytics. Advanced systems will yield lots of data—use 
it. The ADM/VMS from 365 will show product sales, peak hours, etc. Use this 
to continuously optimize (which impresses your clients and the provider). For 
example, if data shows a product never sells on weekends in a micro market, 
maybe stock less of it before weekends to reduce waste. Or if one location 
has a trend of morning coffee purchases, maybe add a small breakfast pastry 
selection there. The provider’s tools empower you, but you must act on the 
information.

Integrating a smart store solution

Imagine you’ve decided to install a Stockwell smart cabinet at a modern apartment 
complex’s lobby, replacing an old snack machine. Working with 365, you set it 
up and stock it with a mix of ambient and refrigerated items curated for tenants 
(healthy meals, drinks, personal care items). You prepare by ensuring the lobby has  
Wi-Fi (smart cabinet needs connectivity). You get training on the Stockwell’s product 
recognition system and how to upload planograms (so it knows what item is where 
for its AI to charge correctly). You coordinate with the apartment management: they 
inform residents a new high-tech amenity is coming. Launch day, you stand by to 
help residents download the app or understand the quick “grab and go” concept. 
Some residents are wowed by the tech (“It automatically knew I took two items and 
charged my card, neat!”). In the first month, sales surpass what the old vending did 
in six. Because you were well-prepared and partnered closely with 365, the rollout 
was smooth, and you made a great impression on both the client and the customers. 
Now, that property management company is considering adding Stockwell units to 
their other properties—and you’ve got an inside track to operate those too, with 365 
as your ally.

Example
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Key takeaway: Partnerships amplify growth. By preparing and then effectively working 
with a provider like 365 Retail Markets, you leverage their expertise and tools to elevate 
your business beyond what you could do alone. It’s like joining an ecosystem that supports 
your success – but you need to be ready to ride that wave, with solid fundamentals and 
an openness to innovation.

We’ve covered a tremendous amount of ground – from fundamentals 
to advanced strategies. At this point, you might be thinking, “This is a lot 
to keep track of!” That’s why our final chapter is not just a conclusion, 
but a comprehensive step-by-step readiness checklist. It will help 
you review everything we’ve discussed and ensure you haven’t missed 
a beat as you prepare to launch or grow your vending business. Let’s 
wrap up this guide by solidifying your action plan and setting you 
confidently on the road to vending success!
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Chapter 11
Step-by-step readiness 
checklist – Are you ready to 
start your vending business?

You’ve made it to the final chapter – give yourself a pat on the back! By 
now, you have a wealth of knowledge about starting and growing a vending 
machine business. To bring it all together, we’ve compiled a comprehensive 
readiness checklist. Use this as a final run-through to assess your 
preparedness and identify any areas that need a bit more work before you 
dive in. This checklist distills the key action items from each chapter into an 
easy-to-scan list. Let’s ensure you’re truly ready to hit the ground running (or 
rather, hit the route driving)!

Business planning & structure 

Business plan created: You have a clear business plan or at least 
a written strategy outlining your goals, target market, and financial 
projections.

Legal entity formed: You’ve chosen a business structure (LLC, 
sole proprietorship, etc.) and registered it. Your business name is 
registered (DBA if needed) and you have an EIN if applicable.

Licenses & permits: You have researched and obtained your local 
business license. You know what vending permits or health permits 
are required and have either secured them or are ready to apply

Insurance secured: You have general liability insurance (and any 
additional coverage like product liability or property insurance for 
machines).

Bank & finance setup: You have a dedicated business bank account 
and a plan for handling income and expenses separately from personal 
funds. If using credit or loans, those are approved and ready.
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Financial readiness

Startup budget prepared: You’ve listed all expected startup costs 
(machines, inventory, vehicle, etc.) and have funds or financing to 
cover them.

Pricing strategy: You have a pricing strategy for products that 
accounts for your costs, desired markup, and local market rates.

Financing in place (if needed): If taking a loan or equipment lease, 
the terms are clear and the payment is factored into your budget

Reserve fund: You’ve set aside some contingency funds for 
unexpected costs or opportunities (machine repair, new location 
deposit/commission advance, etc.).
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Location scouting & acquisition 

Location list: You’ve identified several promising locations through 
research (foot traffic, need, lack of competition).

Site surveys done: You have visited potential sites (or at least 
thoroughly investigated) to confirm suitability – space for machine, 
power availability, and audience match.

Decision-maker contacts: You know who to speak with at each 
location (property manager, business owner, facility director, etc.) 
and have their contact info.

Pitch materials ready: You have business cards, a company 
introduction, maybe a brochure or proposal ready for meetings.

Pitch practiced: You are prepared to explain the benefits of your 
service, your commitment to quality, and any commission offer 
clearly and confidently.

Placement agreements: You have a template contract ready, 
or at least know the key terms to include (commission, service 
frequency, etc.).

Locations secured: Ideally, you’ve already gotten at least one 
“yes” or have strong leads. If not, you have a follow-up plan for 
prospects (and won’t get discouraged by initial no’s!).
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Equipment & technology

Machine selection: You have chosen the types of vending 
machines you need (snack, drink, combo, smart cooler, etc.) 
appropriate for your locations.

New vs used decision: You’ve decided whether to purchase new 
or used machines (or a mix) based on your budget and service 
strategy.

Payment systems: Each machine will have a card reader or 
cashless payment option installed (or the machine itself has one 
built-in). You’ve set up the merchant account for these.

Tech features: If using any advanced features (telemetry/VMS, 
smart sensors, etc.), you have those devices/software ready and 
know how to use them. For example, if you plan to use a VMS app, 
it’s installed and you’ve input initial data.

Installation logistics: You’ve arranged how to transport machines 
to locations. Measured doorways, elevators, etc., to avoid installation 
hiccups. Scheduled delivery or have moving equipment lined up.
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Inventory & suppliers 

Product list: You have a lineup of initial products tailored to each 
location’s needs (mix of drinks, snacks, healthy options, etc.).

Suppliers identified: You know where you’ll buy your inventory 
– e.g., specific wholesale clubs, distributors, or direct suppliers. 
Accounts or memberships are set up.

Initial stock purchased: You have on hand (or will have by launch) 
enough product to fully stock your machines and some backstock. 
Don’t forget change for coin mechs too (if using cash) – have a 
bag of quarters/nickels for initial float.

Storage space ready: You have a place to store inventory (shelves 
in a cool, dry place, maybe a mini-warehouse or spare room). It’s 
clean and organized.

Inventory system: You’ve devised a way to track inventory and 
expirations – could be as simple as a spreadsheet or as advanced 
as inventory software. You know to check dates and rotate stock.
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Operations & maintenance

Service schedule: You have a tentative schedule for servicing 
each machine (which days/times per week). This can be adjusted, 
but you have a baseline plan.

Tools & supplies: You’ve gathered necessary tools: vending 
machine keys (multiple sets), a dolly, basic tools (screwdriver, 
pliers, etc.), cleaning supplies, coin rolls, a cash collection bag, etc.

Vehicle prepared: Your vehicle is ready to carry inventory and 
possibly large machines. If a car, seats are folded or removed as 
needed. If van, installed any needed shelving or securing straps 
for cargo. Maintenance check on the vehicle done.

Route optimization: You’ve mapped your route for multiple stops 
to minimize backtracking. If doing multiple sites in a day, you’ve 
considered traffic patterns (maybe hit the furthest first then work 
back).

Maintenance plan: You have a plan for maintenance – e.g., 
scheduled times to clean machines, and contacts for repairs you 
can’t handle. You know the warranty details of your machines or 
the number for tech support of your card reader.

Backup & security: You have spare parts or a backup machine 
if possible (not mandatory, but helpful). You’ve also considered 
security – how you’ll handle cash securely, and measures to reduce 
theft (like installing cameras in micro markets or using smart tech 
as we discussed).
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Scaling & growth mindset

(Even if you’re just starting with one machine, thinking ahead is wise.)

Growth opportunities noted: You’re aware of potential expansion 
avenues, like other locations that you could approach after getting 
started, or adding services like a micro market in the future.

Networking: You’re plugged into or aware of local vending 
associations, online forums, or mentors in the industry for 
continued learning (because the journey doesn’t end here!).

Continuous improvement: You’ve committed to reviewing 
your performance regularly – checking sales data, soliciting 
client feedback, and staying adaptable to make improvements 
(remember how crucial adaptability was in success stories).

Final personal check

Knowledge refresher: You’ve reviewed any materials (like this 
guide!) and feel confident in the key areas of running your vending 
business. Perhaps even keep this guide or key notes handy for 
reference.

Mindset: You’re mentally prepared for the work ahead. You 
understand it’s not “easy money” with no effort, but a business 

that rewards diligence and good customer service. You’re ready 
to apply grit (restocking in the rain if you must!) and creativity 
(adjusting to what each location wants) to succeed.

Support system: You’ve communicated with family or anyone 
involved about the commitment, and you have moral support. 
Even a friend who can help in a pinch or bounce ideas off is great.

Launch day plan: You’ve scheduled your launch/installation day(s) 
and perhaps have a small celebration plan – even if just treating 
yourself to a nice coffee after the first machine is up and running, 
acknowledging the start of your venture!
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Starting a vending machine business is an adventure – one that blends 
entrepreneurship, customer service, and a dash of retail savvy. By walking 
through this guide, you’ve equipped yourself with both the big-picture 
strategy and the in-the-weeds tactics to make your venture a success. 
From understanding industry shifts and modernizing your approach, to nailing 
the basics of locations and inventory, you’re no longer just thinking about a 
vending business – you’re ready to build one.

Each chapter of this ebook has been a stepping stone, and if you’ve followed 
along, you now have a solid foundation. Will everything be perfect from day 
one? Perhaps not – every business has a learning curve. But you have the 
tools to navigate challenges: when a location negotiation gets tough, you 
recall Chapter 4’s tips on pitching value; if sales dip, you dive into Chapter 
7’s strategies to boost profits and tweak your product mix; as you consider 
adding that second or third machine, Chapter 9’s lessons from those who 
scaled before you will inform your moves.

Think back to the beginning of this guide, where we painted the picture of 
the evolving vending landscape – an industry brimming with innovation and 
opportunity. Now, you’re not just watching that evolution; you’re part of it. 
Perhaps you’ll start with a simple snack machine in a local shop, and a year 
from now, you might be running a network of smart micro markets across the 
city. The possibilities grow as you gain experience and reputation.

Remember, success in this business comes from a mix of information and 
action. You have the information – now it’s time for action. Use the checklist 
above as your go-live game plan. Stay organized, stay customer-focused, and 
stay adaptable. When you fill your machines, think of the end-user grabbing 
that snack with a smile. When you count your collections, know that each 
coin and dollar is a result of meeting someone’s need at the right moment. It’s 
satisfying work.

Lastly, don’t be afraid to seek help and continuously learn. The vending 
community is full of operators who were once beginners like you and are often 
willing to share tips. And companies like 365 Retail Markets are invested in 
your success – use their resources and support.

Now, take a deep breath – you’ve got this! With preparation, passion, and 
perseverance, you’re ready to launch a vending machine business that not 
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only generates income but also grows into something you’re truly proud of. 
Here’s to your vending success story – may your journey be profitable, 
engaging, and maybe even a bit of fun along the way. Happy vending!
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