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Abstract. With the continuous development of the Internet, traditional food
wholesalers are constantly facing new challenges, while digital
transformation also brings new opportunities to traditional enterprises.
However, previous research on digital transformation among food
wholesalers has been limited to large enterprises, while specific analyses on
the digital transformation pathways for small and medium-sized food
wholesalers remain insufficient. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the
differences in digital marketing mechanisms between large enterprises and
small-to-medium-sized enterprises, as well as the digital transformation
pathways for small-to-medium food wholesalers. To address the
aforementioned issues, this study employed a multi-case comparative
analysis approach. Through detailed analysis of real-world cases, it was
found that small and medium-sized food wholesalers can achieve digital
transformation in four key areas: technological adaptability, organizational
change, policy implementation, and ecosystem collaboration. This study
provides references for the digital transformation of small and medium-sized
food wholesalers, while also holding significant importance for maintaining
their competitiveness in the ever-changing market.

1 Introduction

Due to the ongoing creation of digital platforms, the world food wholesale sector is
experiencing radical changes, whereas the old models have such issues as information silos,
non-efficient supply chains, and high transaction costs. This is why digital transformation
has become the main solution to industry pain points. There is a considerable amount of
literature that has explored corporate digital transformation in the context of digital platforms
[1-4]. Simultaneously, it offers practical solutions to the problem of supply chain dependency
syndrome of enterprises and the reorganization of the relationship with customers.
Nevertheless, much of the available literature concentrates on large enterprises, and there are
few studies on small and medium-sized enterprises [5, 6]. Small and medium-sized
wholesalers have a digital transformation rate of less than 30 percent despite having more
than 70 percent of the market share of the industry, which is highly problematic because they
experience late adoption of technology, significant data silos, and poor coordination of their
supply chains. In order to overcome the difficulties of small and medium-sized food
wholesalers, the research design used in this paper will be a multi-case analysis, where the
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researcher conducts a thorough investigation on successful digital transformation cases of
these enterprises. The aim of the research will be to come up with practical digital
transformation recommendations that would help wholesalers to lower loss rates and improve
supply chain flexibility using digital technologies, and thus reach high-quality development.
It is hoped that this paper will facilitate the shift of the food industry into the sphere of
efficiency-driven growth and, consequently, revitalize small and medium-sized enterprises.

2 Literature review

2.1 Driving factors of digital transformation

Experts have developed the impetus behind the digitalisation of business in three areas of
technology, market and policy. The perspective based on technology emphasizes the fact that
innovations in digital technologies have created new opportunities in the development of
businesses. The Internet of Things (IoT), big data, and blockchain are innovations that allow
enterprises to overcome the traditional operating model. The research conducted by Yang
and Liang on the import fresh fruit wholesalers in the China regional market also indicates
that digital transformation assists with monitoring the changes in temperature at various
stages of transportation and enhances the level of warehouse management, and thus
efficiently reduces the rate of losses [1]. It is going to be applied further in the following
sections to demonstrate the reasons why small and medium-sized food wholesalers may
choose digital solutions like application of an IoT device to visually control the cold chain.
The theory of market-driven states that the increasing consumer consumption and
competitive pressure of the market drive enterprises to transform. Zheng Xiaoqiong
suggested that as consumers become smarter, they are more concerned about the freshness,
safety, and traceability of food products, and this has forced the traditional retailers to come
up with data analysis systems [2]. This will give strong backing to the next section on how
small and medium-sized wholesalers could take advantage of digitalization to meet the
requirement of downline customers to be transparent within their supply chain, including the
implementation of blockchain-enabled product tracking. Policy-driven theory focuses more
on how governments can contribute to the process of enterprise transformation via industrial
policy. The 14th Five-Year Plan of China proposes speeding up the development of
digitalization, which can be seen as a signal by the food industry.

2.2 Path selection for digital transformation

Various transformation approaches have been proposed by scholars, which can be divided
into three categories: technology empowerment, organizational change, and ecosystem
synergy. The concept of technology empowerment generally means the application of
emerging technologies to enhance old ways of working. Feng Zhongbo suggests that
corporate digital transformation is an initiative of data analytics and process orientation,
supported by data analytics, such as the introduction of ERP systems to consolidate
management of purchasing, sales, and inventory activities [3].The present theory will serve
as the basis of studying the inventory management system and electronic invoice tool
selection of small and middle-sized wholesalers and highlight the importance of the concept
of the principle of "ROL priority" (relevance, outcome orientation, and learning cost).The
organizational change path is more concerned with the effects of transformation on
organizations. Wang Yonggui and Wang Linlin maintain that traditional enterprises are
supposed to apply an incremental or disruptive transformation strategy depending on their
resources and capabilities in the process of transition, like splitting into smaller accounting
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units to increase organizational flexibility [7]. In this paper, it will discuss how small and
medium-sized wholesalers can transform themselves by changing the performance
evaluation mechanism and developing multi-faceted talents basing on the aforementioned
premise. This leads to the further development of the discussion of how small and medium-
sized wholesalers can build a lightweight SaaS empowerment ecosystem, including allowing
online management of customers using WeChat.

2.3 Impact of digital transformation on supply chain

The digital transformation has transformed the connection between business entities and their
suppliers and contributes to their competitive advantage. Supply chain resilience theory
suggests that digitalization is useful in strengthening a supply chain against external
disruptions. Through several case studies, Liang et al. showed that digital transformation
helps improve communication and collaboration between supply chain stakeholders, which
allows responding to issues quicker [8]. The current research will also look into the methods
employed by small and medium-sized wholesalers to use digital solutions to minimize the
time taken to process orders, hence reducing other challenges including high raw material
costs. The supply chain dependence theory addresses the effect of transformation on
upstream and downstream. Song Lin and Ling Xuan claim that digital transformation assists
in lowering the reliance of enterprises on one supplier, which promotes more cooperative
relations to increase bargaining power [5]. It will also allow conducting further research on
how small and medium-sized wholesalers use digital platforms to integrate supplier resources,
including the development of a dynamic scoring system to achieve the best possible supplier
selection. Customer relationship reconstruction theory is based on the change of customer
communication modes because of transformation. KFC, as a case study, demonstrates how
digital transformation can lead to greater customer satisfaction through precision marketing
and comprehensive customer service [6]. Expanding on this basis, we will show how small
and medium-sized wholesale companies could use CRM to manage customer segmentation,
e.g. provide customized discounts to regular buyers.

2.4 Limitations of existing research and future directions

Although many research results have been made on the topic of digital transformation, three
main issues still stand out: firstly, poor consideration of small and medium-sized enterprises
(SME?s). The majority of the research articles concern large companies or particular industries;
they ignore the limitations on resources, technology and culture of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). Secondly, the transformation path should be generalized. Most of the
research findings are based on particular case studies, and it is still important to determine
whether this method is applicable in practice. Third, it is not easy to quantify the
transformation effect. Many researchers have not done any empirical research but merely
theoretical debates, few researchers have performed empirical work on the effects of
transformation on the enterprises. Three areas of future research need concerted attention:
First, creation of a digital transformation theory that is suitable to small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and formulation of strategies depending on the developmental trajectories
of SMEs. Second, carrying out comparative investigations of the transformation results in
the sphere of wholesalers in various regions. Third, doing empirical studies to show how
digital transformation affects corporate profitability and market share using panel data
analysis.
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3 Case analysis

The research design is based on a multi-case study approach that will be used to investigate
the digital transformation of small and medium-sized food wholesalers with up to 300
employees and annual turnover of less than 300 million yuan. Through the comparison of the
enterprises in various regions and types of business, it can determine what is common in the
process of digital transformation and point out what is unique about it. In choosing the case
studies, we considered the representativeness of the industries, the authenticity of the data,
and the novelty of the transformation policies. Finally, three companies were found such as
Suzhou Xianda Logistics Co., Ltd., Jinan Jinshui Grain and Oil Trading Co., Ltd., and
Lanzhou Longweiyuan Food Wholesale Department. These companies are examples of how
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are making breakthroughs even when resources
are limited.

The Suzhou XianDa Logistics Co., Ltd. mainly provides cold chain distribution service
in the Yangtze River Delta area with annual turnover of 180 million yuan in 2023.In order to
overcome the problem of low level of technological investments made by small and medium
sized wholesalers, the company embraced the so-called lightweight SaaS + [oT system. With
an annual cost of 30,000 yuan, the Kuaijing Cloud Warehouse system allows customers to
digitally manage their orders and inventory. Smart temperature control devices have helped
minimize cold chain loss levels, which were at 8 percent to 3 percent. Collaboration sharing
warehousing services also reduced rental expenses by 20 percent. This change experience is
included in the Jiangsu Province SME Digital Transformation Case Collection (2024), which
shows that the affordable use of technology can fulfill the requirements of small and medium-
sized businesses.

Jinan Jinsui Grain and Oil Trading Co., Ltd. mainly deals with the sale of grain and oil in
Shandong Province. Its sales volume in 2023 was 90 million yuan. The company chose to
abandon the old-fashioned wholesale approach due to its inefficiency and instead adopted
the use of the "Jinsui Supply Chain Platform" in the WeChat environment to conduct business
activities. Each order is fulfilled online, eliminating the human error. Furthermore, through
examining customer buying patterns to establish which kinds of products should be in stock,
the rate of inventory turnover has gone up by 35 percent with the elimination of slow-moving
goods. One can note that even small-scale wholesalers might also use their own data and free
solutions (like Tencent Enterprise WeChat) to save money and earn more money. It is cited
in the report on the digital transformation of the grain and oil industry in Shandong Province
(2024).

The Lanzhou Longwei Yuan Food Wholesale Department is engaged in the sale of local
specialties of Northwest China and has achieved a sales revenue of 32 million yuan in 2023.
In an effort to overcome the geographical constraints, it decided to try out the strategy of a
short video marketing and private domain traffic: The posting of food-related content on
TikTok accounts was done by the account, which accounted for over 50 percent of its online
sales that year; and through the development of a membership system through WeChat
groups and mini-programs, the rate of repeat purchases rose to the initial 25 percent to the
present 55 percent. It shows that even small scale wholesalers can use social media to get
into the national market with minimal costs, and it is an important source of information to
local brands.

The data sources include corporate interviews, industry research reports and third party
platform data. Such a methodology is used in this paper, which involves identifying crucial
factors of case studies and comparing pathway types between cases, as well as taking into
account the quantitative results of attrition rates and repurchase rates, and the qualitative
results of technology selection and marketing strategies. The results indicate the existence of
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a low cost-high flexibility digital transformation model aimed at small and medium-scale
food wholesalers, with practical suggestions to the industry participants.

4 Finding

4.1 Differences in digital marketing mechanisms between large enterprises
and small/medium-sized enterprises

By means of case studies and literature review, this study shows that there are important
differences in digital marketing strategies between small-to-medium food wholesalers and
large companies. Such differences arise due to constraints in resources that result in different
strategic decisions and inventive methods. With respect to consumer profiling, big companies
use the vast amount of data across platforms to form detailed customer profiles with
information about their tastes and social practices, allowing them to offer customized
suggestions and exact-market marketing. As an example, Wei Xianghui states that Hema
Fresh has provided a service to its customers in the form of personalized experiences to each
customer, whereby analyzing purchase histories and browsing habits leads to average
transaction values of about 20 percent more than before [9]. The small and medium-scale
businesses with limited data sources concentrate mainly on simple metrics such as the
geographical region, demographic details of age, and rate of repurchase. Their strategies are
based on scenarios that meet particular requirements. One popular example is Lanzhou
Longweiyuan Foods where it markets regional specialty products to local communities using
targeted marketing campaigns and realizes cost-effective transactions.

Large enterprises usually use omnichannel marketing when choosing a channel strategy,
which means that they are developing integrated traffic loops between e-commerce platform,
social media and physical store. An example is the research conducted by Ding Ying, which
shows that during the 618 shopping festival, COFCO Group sold more than 100 million yuan
by using Tmall live streaming as a method to divert traffic, community-based viral marketing,
and pick up service in the store [10]. On the other hand, small and medium-sized businesses
are inclined to concentrate on specialized channel development. Jinan JinSui Grain & Oil has
developed a private traffic pool through the integration of the WeChat ecosystem, and Suzhou
XianDa Logistics leverages shared warehouses to centralize the cold chain logistics resources
by focusing on breakthroughs on particular channels to speed up the transformation process.
In terms of technology implementation, large organizations with adequate financial
investment in internal R&D apply both Al-driven technological solutions to provide accurate
cost and smart customer service. As an example, Xia Li stated that Walmart applies Al in
forecasting the weather and holidays, and changes the price of fresh produce to minimize
waste by 15 percent [11]. In comparison, small and medium-sized businesses mostly
implement less sophisticated SaaS applications. As an illustration, Lanzhou Longweiyuan
Food streamlines video production based on analysis of TikTok backend data to solve the
problems of the process at lower costs instead of intelligent solutions.

Regarding the resource integration strategies, large companies create digital marketing
ecosystems to integrate the resources of supply chains. As an example, the "Jingzhuntong"
platform of JD.com helps to exchange information between the brand and the customer. The
flexible collaboration models are used by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to
overcome the constraint of available resources. A similar strategy is employed by Suzhou
Xianda Logistics Company, which partners with other companies in the industry to share the
use of public warehouses and thus cut down the cost of operations. In the same way, Lanzhou
Longweiyuan Food Company works with the local processing facilities to introduce a just-
in-time system of manufacturing to prevent excess inventory build-up. Juntong Mu observed
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that digital marketing has a cumulative effect on purchase behavior of retail consumers in as
much as repeated provision of content and engagement have significant impacts on boosting
repurchase rate. The given information can be helpful to small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) in the process of using the long-term accumulated private domain traffic to grow
their businesses [12]. It illustrates that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) ought not
to naively copy the tactics of large corporations. On the contrary, they need to concentrate
on utilizing their distinctive advantages with the help of scenario-based customization,
market segmentation, lightweight technology usage, and flexible collaboration models.
Under limited resource settings, they may embark on a low-cost-high matching
transformation path, developing a revolutionary competitive paradigm of the entire industry.

4.2 Transformation pathways for small and medium-sized food wholesalers

The digitalization of small and medium-scale food distributors is a process through which
technology, management, and policy mutually affect each other. This suggests that there
should be an integrated approach in terms of technological flexibility, organizational
restructuring, implementation of policy, and cooperation within the ecosystem. With
reference to the actual experience of companies like Suzhou Xianda Logistics, Jinan Jinsui
Grain and Oil and Lanzhou Longweiyuan Food, as well as the available literature about
supply chain management and policy effects, we may outline the main methodology behind
their digital transformation.

To begin with, the issue of technical flexibility, the small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) are poorly financed and should focus on affordable and easy-to-deploy digital
solutions, which may not be novel or very costly. To illustrate, Suzhou Xianda Logistics
applies the "Kuaijing Cloud Warehouse" SaaS software, which can be obtained at an annual
fee 0f 30,000 yuan to manage orders and inventories, and the cost is five times less compared
to traditional enterprise ERP systems. Lanzhou Longweiyuan Food takes advantage of the
free service of audience profile analysis offered by the e-commerce backend of TikTok to
improve the quality of short videos produced, with online sales representing 40 percent of
the overall income of the company. Qian Xuesong et al. claim that the measures of
technological and financial support implemented by the government, including subsidies and
low-interest loans, help relieve the financial burden of enterprises on the acquisition of digital
tools [13]. Small and medium-sized enterprises can positively engage such favorable policies
to lessen further the difficulties of transformation. The choice of technologies must depend
on the real state of operations. As an example, fresh food cold chain companies must give
their attention to the implementation of IoT-based temperature control devices, whereas the
suppliers of grains and oils need to pay attention to the development of supply chain
platforms as the means of maximizing the returns of technological investments through the
staged implementation of the program.

Secondly, in terms of organizational transformation, digital transformation requires a
change in management strategies, where decision-making based on experience will be
replaced by data-driven decision-making. Jinjin Golden Grain Oil Company utilized the
Enterprise WeChat Supply Chain Platform to visually present the purchasing patterns and
transaction volumes of customers. By eliminating unsalable products, the inventory turnover
rate increased by 35%. At the same time, Lanzhou Longwei Yuan Food Company improved
its membership program by using WeChat groups and mini-programs, introducing new
activities such as point redemption and birthday-exclusive discounts, which increased the
repeat purchase rate by 25% - 55%. Tang Zhuofei believes that enterprises need to develop
methods for collecting, processing and using data, making data a reference for operations.
For example, organizing production lines based on order volumes on TikTok can help reduce
inventory overstock [6]. Additionally, a framework that adapts to the needs of digital
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development should be established, such as appointing a digital specialist to manage and
review relevant software, thereby enhancing the digital skills of all employees. An Tai et al.
also emphasized this point in their research, stating that successful digital transformation not
only requires the support of technical tools, but also needs to establish a dedicated digital
specialist to ensure that employees can effectively utilize these tools, thereby achieving the
collaboration and transparency of the entire supply chain [14].

In the context of policy implementation, policies play a significant role in encouraging
the process of digitalization of small and medium-sized businesses. According to Li Zhi et
al., technology transfer policies may decrease the cost of developing digital tools of
enterprises [15]. In this connection, the government can offer small and medium-sized
companies the possibility of acquiring CRM SaaS either free of charge or at low cost as part
of the Digital Transformation Pilot Project. Simultaneously, the government-driven
digitalization of industrial clusters can increase the effectiveness of transforming small and
medium-sized companies. As an illustration, integration into regional B2B networks and
sharing resources like logistics and warehouses. Small and medium enterprises need to be
proactive in learning about the information concerning the relevant policies and to apply them
in order to benefit from the favorable policies including tax exemptions and reduced-rate
loans and may also attend digital transformation training programmes provided by the
relevant industry bodies to enhance their level of policy application.

To conclude, in terms of ecological synergy, the digital transformation must eradicate the
corporate barriers and create a fluid supply chain ecosystem. Suzhou Xianda Logistics
cooperatively constructed shared warehouses with three small and medium-sized wholesalers.
The "Kuaijing Cloud Warehouse" system combines all inventory data and it saves 20% of
warehousing expenses. The Lanzhou Longweiyuan Food Company worked with the small
local factories to organize the production according to the amount of orders made on TikTok,
and the inventory cycle was decreased by 45 days to the present level of 28 days. Wu Qiang
et al. claim that supply chain design needs to balance concentration and dispersion. Jinan
Jinsui Grain and oil have simplified their supply chain, by cutting the number of suppliers to
20 main suppliers, but also connecting with five more backup suppliers using digital networks
to achieve the security and reliability of the supply chain.

5 Conclusion

The research shows that the digital transformation of small and medium-sized food
wholesalers should be supported by policy incentives and should focus on technological
change, based on ecosystem synergy and the goal of increasing resilience. In this context,
organizations will be able to reduce transition costs, operational efficiencies and enhance the
ability to resist risks. The main finding is that the digital transformation of SMEs is not just
about technological innovation but an overall process of transformation that needs to take
into account the fact of short-term survival and the potential of long-term value creation.
Furthermore, policy backing and the positive business environment are two major
determinants of success.

The provided paper has an important reference value as a future source of research on
similar topics, especially allowing the academic world to have a better insight into digital
transformation strategies applied by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). On a
certain level, it also gives tiered policy recommendations on government support and can
give some lessons to managers of companies in the development of transformation plans.
Further studies might also examine more appropriate policy instrument choice,
implementation of Al and blockchain technologies within supply chains, and the
interconnection between digital transformation processes in regional industrial clusters to
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assist small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in moving beyond the stage of point
breakthrough to widespread adoption of digital transformation.
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