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Abstract. As the global catering industry transforms, effective brand
management is crucial for maintaining core competitiveness. This study
analyzes "Shaxian Delicacies," China's ubiquitous grass-roots fast-food
network, tracing its evolution from a decentralized, poverty-alleviation-
driven "mom-and-pop" model into a modernizing franchised entity. Using
multidimensional frameworks, the research identifies three primary
operational bottlenecks: a severe paradox between its massive physical scale
and inconsistent standardization, a persistent low-end brand stigma, and a
significant deficit in digital Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
compared to Western giants. To resolve these vulnerabilities, this paper
proposes comprehensive optimization strategies. First, it advocates for
aggressive supply chain industrialization and stringent quality assurance.
Second, it emphasizes integrating Gen Z-oriented digital ecosystems to
foster value co-creation. Finally, the brand must leverage its "Intangible
Cultural Heritage" status to elevate its cultural narrative, while strictly
adhering to global food science standards during strategic
internationalization. These findings offer empirical pathways for indigenous
Chinese catering brands to achieve sustainable development and
successfully navigate global expansion.

1 Introduction

As the global macroeconomic landscape continues to show sustained growth, the modern
consumer society is naturally evolving alongside it, which has led to a massive expansion of
the fast-food industry; however, an enterprise's ability to actually survive in the long term is
now directly tied to how well they handle systematic brand management [1]. For one thing,
market competition has long moved past simple price wars and stepped into a highly
multidimensional arena where things like brand equity, operational excellence, and strategic
flexibility are really what dictate the final outcomes, and McDonald's happens to be one of
the most thoroughly studied examples when looking at this shift [2]. On the other hand, for
any restaurant enterprise operating today, putting together a robust brand strategy is definitely
no longer just an optional extra, but rather the fundamental basis required for their basic
survival and future development [3].
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The arrival of the digital wave has done a lot to further reshape the entire competitive
landscape, meaning that a brand's capacity to restructure its customer relationships through
digital transformation has clearly emerged as a key differentiator, and KFC's approach to
relationship-focused digitalization provides a very solid benchmark here [4]. At the same
time, maintaining operational standardization and having well-designed franchise models are
still absolutely essential if a brand wants to successfully deliver consistent quality across
huge networks of stores. Some research on Country Style Cooking has specifically
emphasized how corporate brand culture can be used to reinforce this kind of consistency,
while other studies focusing on Zixi Bread have drawn directly from the franchising and
network marketing practices of McDonald's in an active effort to upgrade their chain
operations [5,6].

Many indigenous Chinese fast-food brands still keep struggling to build any kind of
sustained brand power, even though they hold a very large share of the domestic market. A
major aspect of this challenge is that it is being further amplified by the behavioral shifts of
Generation Z, whose expectations for getting personalized value and having constant digital
interactions have grown so influential that they are now reshaping customer relationship
management even over in the luxury market [7]. Another aspect is that social media has
grown into a powerful force that actively shapes brand perception, which effectively makes
online reputation management an extremely urgent and ongoing strategic task that cannot be
ignored [8].

In response to these market disruptions, there is a growing body of brand management
research that is charting a shift away from static brand equity and moving toward a more
dynamic concept of brand power, constantly stressing that continuous innovation in
consumer interaction is what really defines competitiveness in the current digital age [9].
Within social media ecosystems that consumer value co-creation has been proven to
significantly strengthen overall brand loyalty, which is something that domestic sportswear
cases illustrate perfectly [10].

Meanwhile, a parallel cultural turn is also taking place and actively reshaping the
restaurant sector, where brands are now finding ways to draw on intangible cultural heritage
to craft much richer narratives, which helps them construct deeper symbolic value as the
consumer society itself transforms [11]. Similar innovation happening in communication
channels; for instance, the analysis of podcast-based soundscapes shows how sensory
branding can really deepen the perceptual image and strengthen consumer connection, which
is actually a possibility that McDonald's has actively explored through its very own podcast
series [12]. Furthermore, when looking at cross-cultural settings, research has found that
brand experience helps foster brand attachment partly through emotional pathways like joyful
emotion, which really underscores the practical need for utilizing culturally sensitive
affective strategies [13].

Digital transformation is also opening up some very concrete optimization paths for
chain-based retail and convenience networks, with data-driven decision-making sitting right
at the core of these upgrades [14]. Even the spatial side of how a brand grows is now deeply
intertwined with social media, as various studies focusing on commercial gentrification
demonstrate exactly how digital platforms are reconfiguring retail locations and changing
how local communities actually perceive them [15].

It is exactly within this multidimensional context—which spans across brand strategy,
digital ecosystems, cultural symbolism, and spatial change—that the specific case of Shaxian
Delicacies (Shaxian Xiaochi) becomes unusually instructive. What initially started out as a
loosely connected diaspora of family-run stalls that were originally driven by poverty
alleviation efforts has managed to grow into what is arguably China's largest fast-food chain
in terms of the total number of outlets. Yet, as it stands today, the brand has to confront a
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deeply fragmented ecosystem, struggle with a stubborn low-end brand image, and deal with
a very serious lag in its digital capabilities.

This paper systematically examines the brand operation strategies and the overall
ecosystem construction of Shaxian Delicacies. The study takes the time to trace the brand's
historical evolution, analyzes the inherent structural tensions that exist between its massive
physical scale and the need for standardization, exposes its current shortfalls in digital
customer relationship management, and finally proposes a few actionable paths forward.
Ultimately, this study really seeks to provide a coherent theoretical framework—not only to
help with Shaxian's internal upgrading efforts but also to support the culturally adaptive and
scientifically rigorous internationalization of other Chinese restaurant brands as they attempt
to enter tightly regulated global markets.

2 Case introduction

When looking at the developmental history of Shaxian Delicacies, it actually stands out as a
rather fascinating anomaly within global business studies, mainly because how deeply
intertwined it has been with China's socio-economic transformation over the past three
decades. Tracing it back to its origins in the early 1990s in Shaxian County (which is now
known as the Shaxian District of Sanming City, Fujian Province), the brand really just started
out as a completely decentralized grassroots movement. At that time, driven partly by local
economic hardship and partly by the pressure of ongoing debt crises, a large number of
residents ended up migrating out to various urban centers all across China, where they
managed to set up these small, family-run food stalls. These typical "mom-and-pop" shops
mainly served traditional and highly localized snacks—such as peanut sauce noodles,
wontons, and steamed dumplings—and they shared a few distinct characteristics, notably
their extreme affordability, really rapid preparation times, and high caloric value. This
specific combination turned out to perfectly cater to the massive influx of both migrant
workers and students who were flooding into the rapidly urbanizing cities back then.

Having recognized the enormous economic potential behind this migrating population
early on, the Shaxian government went ahead and established both the "Shaxian Snacks
Trade Union" and the "Shaxian Snacks Bureau" back in the late 1990s. They actively stepped
in to subsidize training, provided free legal support to the vendors, and even managed to
unify the visual identity by introducing that iconic Pac-Man-like logo. This government-led
"poverty alleviation" strategy really propelled the brand to a totally astonishing scale, with
current estimates suggesting that there are actually over 80,000 Shaxian Delicacies outlets
globally right now, which is a number that easily dwarfs the combined domestic presence of
multinational giants like McDonald's and KFC.

However, the brand is currently navigating a rather painful transitional phase. The
original model, which relied heavily on fragmented and loosely affiliated family shops, has
unfortunately resulted in highly uneven product quality across different locations, brought up
various hygiene concerns, and ultimately entrenched a rather stubborn "low-end" brand
perception. Having recognized that these ongoing issues pose real existential threats to their
long-term brand equity, the local government and state-owned capital decided to intervene
by establishing the Shaxian Snacks Group Co., Ltd. This corporate entity is currently taking
the lead in spearheading a massive initiative focused entirely on "Standardization, Chain
Operation, Industrialization, and Internationalization." By actively attempting to convert
independent store owners into formal franchisees, bringing in central kitchens, and strictly
standardizing their supply chains, Shaxian Delicacies is really striving to shed that lingering
street-food stigma and completely reconstruct itself as a modern, unified corporate brand
ecosystem.
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3 Analysis of brand operation strategy and ecosystem
competitiveness

3.1 The paradox of scale standardization and supply chain fragmentation

The foundational core of Western fast-food brand competitiveness really relies entirely upon
having absolute supply chain dominance and meticulous operational standardization.

This centralized approach effectively mitigates the bargaining power of suppliers on one
hand, while ensuring completely uniform consumer experiences across diverse global
territories on the other. Major multinational corporations maintaining draconian oversight
over raw material sourcing and logistics, while also utilizing highly mechanized kitchen
operations to practically eliminate human error. In stark contrast, the historical trajectory of
Shaxian Delicacies shows something completely different, because its complete reliance on
a decentralized, family-operated model has ultimately resulted in profound supply chain
fragmentation. While the immense physical scale of the brand does provide significant
theoretical economies of scale, the practical reality reveals a deeply flawed procurement
system, since a massive portion of the tens of thousands of independent stores continues to
procure raw materials independently from unregulated local wholesale markets instead of
utilizing official corporate channels. This chronic lack of centralized procurement actively
erodes cost efficiency and leads to massive discrepancies in product taste and portion sizes
across different geographical locations, but most alarmingly, this fragmented sourcing model
frequently compromises food hygiene standards and exposes the entire brand to severe
reputational damage. To combat these logistical deficiencies, the newly formed corporate
group is aggressively attempting to roll out centralized commissaries and semi-finished
product distribution networks. However, the financial resistance coming from independent
store owners remains exceptionally high, largely because these grassroots operators run on
razor-thin profit margins and are naturally highly reluctant to pay corporate premiums for
standardized ingredients. Consequently, the corporate entity struggles immensely to enforce
the mandatory standard operating procedures that are absolutely necessary to elevate its
overall market positioning, and this logistical deadlock effectively traps the enterprise in a
vicious cycle that is characterized by extremely high transaction volumes but critically low
consumer trust.

3.2 Brand identity stagnation and the low-end cognitive trap

The core of a brand's financial value and market competitiveness always lies in its brand
equity, which is deeply rooted in the cognitive associations held by consumers.

For decades, Shaxian Delicacies really cemented its brand identity as the indispensable
canteen of the working class by prioritizing extreme affordability and maximum dining
convenience. While this utilitarian positioning definitely facilitated an unprecedented
national expansion, it simultaneously triggered severe brand identity stagnation. The brand
essentially became permanently anchored to a functional survival narrative, structurally
preventing it from evolving alongside shifting consumer desires, and consequently, this
stagnation entrenched a "low-end" cognitive trap where the mass market uniformly associates
the brand symbol with inherent cheapness and historically inconsistent hygiene standards. As
the contemporary consumer society undergoes rapid structural transformation, this rigid
cognitive trap becomes increasingly detrimental, especially since the expansion of the middle
class and rising disposable incomes have fundamentally altered market expectations. Modern
patrons no longer seek mere caloric intake, but rather prioritize dining ambiance, nutritional
transparency, and experiential brand resonance, leaving Shaxian Delicacies trapped in its
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legacy identity and struggling to meet these upgraded psychological demands. Meanwhile,
domestic competitors are aggressively capturing this expanding mid-tier demographic by
offering exceptionally clean environments and elevated brand aesthetics, which ultimately
leaves Shaxian's historical brand image feeling acutely outdated. The profound nature of this
cognitive trap is perhaps most evident in the brand's isolated attempts to upgrade its market
positioning. Whenever the corporate entity launches modernized, premium flagship stores, it
immediately encounters severe cognitive dissonance from its established consumer base.
Since the public's mental anchor for the Shaxian brand is intrinsically tied to rock-bottom
pricing, consumers naturally demonstrate immense psychological and financial resistance to
unexpected price premiums under the exact same brand umbrella, and this insurmountable
consumer resistance perfectly illustrates the absolute rigidity of its current market positioning,
proving that superficial aesthetic upgrades cannot easily overwrite decades of stagnant brand
identity.

3.3 The digital divide in customer relationship management

The operational vulnerabilities of the brand are ultimately magnified by a catastrophic digital
divide in modern customer relationship management. The contemporary digital epoch
basically dictates that the brand power of an enterprise is increasingly determined by its
capability to foster dynamic value co-creation through integrated digital ecosystems and
active social media engagement, and Western catering giants seamlessly transition into
sophisticated technology-driven hospitality firms that utilize advanced data analytics to
predict consumer behavior. Competing multinational brands have managed to build
extraordinarily robust digital relationship management systems via proprietary applications
that boast hundreds of millions of highly active loyalty members, and this advanced
technological infrastructure allows for hyper-personalized marketing campaigns and
dynamic pricing models based on profound behavioral data mining. Conversely, Shaxian
Delicacies suffers from a severe digital deficit that completely isolates the corporate
management from the end consumer. Even though individual stores ubiquitously accept
mobile payments and utilize third-party food delivery platforms to generate daily revenue,
the overarching brand completely lacks a unified and centralized digital infrastructure.
Because of this, the invaluable data generated by millions of daily transactions remains totally
siloed and is aggressively captured by third-party aggregators rather than the brand itself,
meaning Shaxian Delicacies consequently cannot build comprehensive consumer profiles or
implement targeted loyalty programs to reward repeat customers. Furthermore, the brand
completely fails to engage in meaningful community-building interactions on popular social
media platforms. When company considers that Generation Z consumers strictly demand
emotional resonance and interactive brand narratives alongside digital convenience, the
purely transactional and offline-heavy approach of Shaxian Delicacies significantly impedes
its fundamental ability to convert transient daily foot traffic into sustained and profitable
brand loyalty.

4 Strategic optimization pathways

4.1 Accelerating supply chain industrialization and stringent quality
assurance

To genuinely elevate the overall Shaxian brand, the absolute first step is the complete
consolidation of its supply chain a paramount prerequisite. What this means in practice is that
the corporate group really needs to transition away from merely "persuading" these
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independent operators, and instead move towards effectively "mandating" integrated
procurement by offering them some very real economic incentivization. On one hand, the
group can definitely leverage its massive aggregate volume to negotiate some incredibly deep
discounts directly with agricultural suppliers, which would ensure that purchasing from the
official central commissary actually ends up being much cheaper for the store owners than
their own independent sourcing. On the other hand, moving forward to implement an end-to-
end digital traceability system is simply non-negotiable at this point. By establishing a
rigorously transparent food safety architecture, people can fundamentally repair the specific
vulnerabilities that the brand has historically faced regarding hygiene. With that being said,
pushing this industrialization process still has to strike a rather delicate balance, meaning
people need to effectively standardize the base ingredients—like nailing down the specific
formulation of the peanut sauce or the exact meat-to-fat ratio in the dumpling fillings—just
to guarantee a consistent baseline quality, while still allowing for a slight degree of regional
flexibility in the actual menu offerings so people can manage to maintain the brand's much-
needed localized appeal.

4.2 Constructing a unified digital ecosystem and gen Z value co-creation

Right now, one of the most urgent tasks for Shaxian Delicacies is that it simply must reclaim
its digital sovereignty back from all those third-party delivery platforms. To do this, the
enterprise really should be investing heavily into developing a fully unified corporate digital
infrastructure, such as launching a centralized "Shaxian Loyalty App" or perhaps an
integrated mini-program network that successfully aggregates all of its franchised stores into
one place. By figuring out how to gamify the dining experience and offering cross-store
loyalty points, the brand will finally be able to directly capture all of that invaluable consumer
data for itself. More importantly, though, the brand management team really has to pivot their
mindset away from just passive provision and move heavily into active social media
engagement. If they start utilizing popular platforms like Xiaohongshu, Douyin, and Bilibili,
Shaxian can easily initiate the kinds of interactive marketing campaigns that actually resonate
deeply with Generation Z. By actively encouraging user-generated content (UGC),
embracing modern memes, and pushing for creative digital storytelling, the brand can
successfully transform its historically "ubiquitous, grass-roots" nature into something of a
culturally relevant and trendy phenomenon, effectively shifting the overall narrative away
from just being "cheap" and moving it towards being viewed as "culturally authentic and
digitally engaging."

4.3 Elevating brand narrative through intangible cultural heritage

If it ever wants to truly break free from that persistent "low-end" cognitive trap, Shaxian
Delicacies actually possesses a uniquely potent asset that Western brands simply lack, and
that is its profound historical authenticity. After all, the traditional production techniques
behind Shaxian snacks have already been officially recognized as a National Intangible
Cultural Heritage within China. Because of this, the overall brand management strategy
simply must pivot so it can fully weaponize this powerful cultural endorsement. Instead of
just merely selling calories like they used to, Shaxian really needs to start selling a
comprehensive cultural experience. To pull this off, the physical manifestations of the
brand—meaning everything from the store design and packaging all the way down to the
employee uniforms—should be systematically upgraded so they can properly reflect a much
more refined oriental aesthetic that clearly highlights traditional artisanal craftsmanship. By
successfully embedding this whole "heritage" narrative right into its core marketing
communications, Shaxian can easily start to justify applying moderate price premiums, which
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will help attract a significantly higher-tier demographic while simultaneously allowing them
to construct a highly robust emotional moat to defend against all those other purely functional
fast-food competitors.

4.4 Strategic internationalization and adherence to global food science
standards

As domestic market saturation beginning to accelerate rapidly, Shaxian Delicacies' strategic
horizon absolutely must expand on a global scale. Now, the brand actually already possesses
a decent footprint in overseas markets like Japan, the United States, and Australia, yet that
this expansion is quite often unstructured. To successfully build a truly resilient global brand,
Shaxian has to complete a transition from merely "exporting street food" and shift towards a
mindset of "exporting high-quality Chinese culinary culture." Particularly when it comes to
penetrating highly regulated and multicultural environments like Australia, the brand really
must pre-emptively align its core operational protocols with world-class food science and
safety frameworks, which involves things like ensuring strict adherence to the local Food
Standards Codes, managing allergens properly, and providing highly advanced nutritional
transparency. Moving forward, the international strategy should definitely focus heavily on
this concept of "Localized Authenticity"—which basically means maintaining the core flavor
profiles of its Intangible Cultural Heritage, while simultaneously adapting its service models,
dining environments, and hygiene protocols so they can actually exceed the rigorous
expectations held by overseas consumers. By executing this kind of strategic, culturally
sensitive, and scientifically rigorous internationalization, it will not only allow them to
capture vital overseas market share, but it will also subsequently feed right back into the
domestic market, which will end up significantly elevating the brand's overall global prestige.

5 Conclusion

By taking the time to conduct an in-depth dissection of Shaxian Delicacies, what this study
really reveals are the profound complexities involved when an organization attempts the
transition from being a completely grassroots, decentralized food network into a properly
functioning, modern corporate brand ecosystem. While Shaxian's unparalleled physical scale
and its historical affordability definitely secured its early market dominance, the brand is
currently confronting some rather severe structural impediments. For one thing, they are
dealing with massive supply chain fragmentation, and for another, they are stuck with a
stagnant brand identity alongside a critical deficiency when it comes to any sort of digital
customer engagement. Therefore, if they truly want to ensure their long-term vitality and
actually manage to compete effectively against those highly standardized Western fast-food
giants, Shaxian Delicacies urgently needs to completely overhaul its current brand
management paradigm. What this necessitates in practice is an aggressive industrialization
of its entire supply chain, which is simply required just to finally guarantee unwavering food
safety and enforce proper standardization across the board. On top of that, it also requires the
rapid construction of a proprietary digital ecosystem, which acts as the only realistic way to
foster those deep, data-driven relationships and achieve genuine value co-creation with the
contemporary consumers. Furthermore, if they can manage to elevate their overall brand
narrative by leaning heavily into their Intangible Cultural Heritage status, while
simultaneously executing a culturally adaptive internationalization strategy that strictly
remains scientifically rigorous, Shaxian can absolutely shed that lingering low-end stigma
once and for all. Ultimately, if Shaxian Delicacies can actually pull off this successful
transformation, it will not merely represent the isolated triumph of just a single enterprise,
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but rather, it will serve as a highly definitive blueprint that can guide the future modernization,
branding, and global ascension of indigenous Chinese culinary culture as a whole.
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