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Foreword

This book, Trade Management & Distribution Strategy: General Trade, 
Modern Trade & Alternate Channels in Emerging Markets, arrives at 
a moment when this web is being rewoven. Relationship-led selling is 
giving way to ecosystems shaped by data, analytics, and algorithms, yet 
the fundamentals of  credit, execution, and human relationships remain 
stubbornly—and thankfully—unchanged. It is in navigating this duality 
that practitioners, students, entrepreneurs, and policymakers most often 
struggle. 

What makes this work especially valuable is its India-first lens, grounded 
unapologetically in the realities of  both rural and urban markets rather 
than in imported templates. The author draws from on-ground experience 
across companies as diverse as Tata Steel, Hamdard, Parle G, Laxmi Seeds, 
Krishi Rasayan, and Fateh Rural Limited, translating field realities into clear, 
usable frameworks. The result is not an abstract treatise on channels, but a 
practitioner’s manual on how distribution actually works when you step out 
of  the boardroom and into the market. 

Readers will find the architecture of  the book both intuitive and 
comprehensive. It starts by placing General Trade—India’s vast kirana 
and distributor ecosystem—at the centre, explaining credit cycles, rural 
penetration models, and the subtle power dynamics that shape last-
mile decisions. It then moves to Modern Trade and the organized retail 
universe, demystifying category management, joint business planning, trade 
negotiations, and the fight for visibility and shelf. From there, it opens out 
into the fast-evolving world of  alternate channels—e-commerce, quick 
commerce, D2C, institutional and rural platforms—that are redefining 
reach, assortment, and service expectations 

Equally important is the attention given to retailer psychology and trade 
behaviour: how trust is built, how territories are protected, how informal 
rules govern formal contracts, and why the same scheme can succeed in one 
town and fail in another. The discussion on omni-channel integration—
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pricing, inventory alignment, and channel conflict—will resonate strongly 
with professionals wrestling with parallel GT, MT, and digital agendas. 
Finally, the forward-looking sections on digital transformation, AI-led 
forecasting, and emerging supply chain models ensure that this book 
prepares the reader not only for today’s market but for the one taking shape 
just ahead of  us. 

At its core, this book reminds us that trade is not just about pushing 
products; it is about designing systems that endure. Systems that manage 
working capital intelligently, allocate risk fairly across the value chain, and 
create long-term market access in environments that are often fragmented, 
price-sensitive, and volatile. If  you are a student of  markets in any capacity—
academic, professional, entrepreneurial, or policy-oriented—you will find 
in these pages both a mirror of  the India you know and a map to the India 
that is emerging. 

It is a privilege to introduce this work and to commend it to you. May 
it shape not only how you think about General Trade, Modern Trade, 
and alternate channels, but more importantly, how you design and lead 
distribution systems that create value for every stakeholder along the way. 

From :

Amitabbh Singh 
Senior Vice President – Organized Retail & Digi-Commerce

Patanjali Foods Limited



v

Foreword

It is both an honour and a privilege to write the foreword for this insightful 
and thought-provoking work by Mr. Kunal Awasthi, a mentor, guide, and 
an exceptional strategist whose influence has been deeply transformative in 
my professional journey.

Mr. Awasthi is not merely a practitioner of  trade and distribution strategy; 
he is, in every sense, a visionary who possesses the rare ability to anticipate 
market dynamics, decode institutional complexities, and translate them 
into executable frameworks. His depth of  understanding,combined with 
his practical wisdom, sets him apart as a leader who does not just navigate 
systems but reshapes them.

As an Honours Mechanical Engineer with a Master’s in English Literature, 
and currently serving as Director at Snigler Alliance LLP, I have had the 
opportunity to work extensively across institutionalchannels catering to 
the Indian Armed Forces, Indian Police, and various central and state 
government establishments. Over the past decade, my experience with 
leading corporate and multinational firms has exposed me to the intricate 
realities of  these highly specialized distribution ecosystems. Yet, it is through 
my association with Mr. Awasthi that I have truly understood the depth, 
nuance, and strategic foresight required to navigate them successfully.

Our journey together as strategic partners, particularly in developing 
alternate institutional channels for Hamdard Foods India, the house of  
the iconic Rooh Afza, has been both enriching and enlightening. What 
distinguishes Mr. Awasthi is not only his strategic brilliance but also his 
ability to simplify complexity for his team, empowering them to execute 
with confidence. His mentorship is rooted in clarity, patience, and an 
unwavering commitment to excellence.

This book is a reflection of  that very mindset. It delves deeply into the 
often-overlooked world of  institutional and alternate channels—domains 
where conventional General Trade ideologies do not always apply. Under 
Mr. Awasthi’s lens, the traditional concepts of  “push” and “pull” are 
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redefined with practical realism, grounded in on-ground execution and 
nuanced understanding of  diverse consumer ecosystems.

While it is often said that execution is far more challenging than ideation, 
this work stands as a testament to how execution, when guided by the 
right strategy, can become a powerful differentiator. The real-world cases 
presented in this book are not just examples; they are lessons drawn from 
experience, discipline, and sharp strategic thinking.

From General Trade to Alternate Channels and further into an Omni-
channel approach, the book carefully dissects each segment, highlighting 
that what may appear straightforward on paper is, in reality, a complex 
interplay of  pricing strategies, inventory management, and aspirational 
alignment.

It is in navigating these layers that Mr. Awasthi’s expertise truly shines—
demonstrating how complex decisions can be simplified and executed 
intelligently within the diverse and dynamic Indian demographic landscape.

What makes this work particularly compelling is not just its depth of  
insight, but the personality behind it. Mr. Awasthi has always been generous 
with his knowledge and time. He is a mentor who leads from the front, 
someone who believes in building others while building systems. In my 
personal experience, he has never hesitated to guide, to challenge, and to 
illuminate—even beyond the boundaries of  formal association.

I strongly encourage readers not only to absorb the insights presented in this 
book but also, where possible, to engage with him further. Any interaction 
with Mr. Awasthi is, in itself, a learning experience.

I extend my best wishes to all readers embarking on this journey. May this 
book serve as both aguide and an inspiration in navigating the complexities 
of  modern distribution and channel strategy.

Pratul Kapoor
Director

Snigler Alliance LLP



vii

Foreword
In an increasingly competitive marketplace characterized by product 
parity and intensified brand proliferation, the ability to efficiently move 
products to the consumer has emerged as a decisive differentiator. The 
science and discipline of  trade management and distribution are no longer 
peripheral functions; they are central to sustainable business success. Trade 
Management & Distribution Strategy is therefore both timely and relevant, 
offering a structured perspective on navigating complex, fragmented, and 
rapidly evolving market ecosystems.

Mr. Kunal Awasthy brings to this work a compelling combination of  deep 
operational experience and strategic insight. His understanding extends 
beyond traditional marketing constructs to the core mechanics of  product 
movement—demonstrating how brand success is ultimately determined 
by availability, visibility and trust across the value chain. Through a 
comprehensive exploration of  General Trade, Modern Trade and emerging 
alternate channels, he presents a nuanced and practical view of  today’s 
distribution landscape.

A defining strength of  this book lies in its recognition that product 
marketing and supply chain management are inherently interdependent. The 
author articulates a critical principle: demand creation must be seamlessly 
aligned with demand fulfilment. Robust distribution architecture, efficient 
inventory management, optimized warehousing and disciplined last-mile 
execution are positioned not merely as operational necessities, but as 
strategic enablers of  market leadership. His insights into retailer behaviour, 
credit ecosystems and channel dynamics reflect a practitioner’s perspective 
grounded in real-world experience.

Equally noteworthy is Mr. Awasthy’s balanced approach to the evolution 
of  supply chains. While acknowledging the shift towards data-driven 
and digitally enabled systems, he underscores the enduring importance 
of  trust, reliability and execution excellence. His frameworks provide 
actionable guidance for organizations seeking to scale across diverse market 
environments, effectively integrating traditional distribution strengths with 
emerging digital and direct-to-consumer models.
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This book will serve as a valuable resource for industry professionals, 
entrepreneurs, academicians and policymakers.  It goes beyond conceptual 
understanding to offer practical tools for designing, optimizing and 
transforming distribution networks. The emphasis on execution rigor, 
capital efficiency and long-term market access makes it particularly relevant 
for those building resilient and scalable businesses in emerging markets.

Ultimately, this work reinforces a fundamental truth: trade is not merely 
a route to market—it is a strategic capability that underpins competitive 
advantage. In articulating this with clarity and authority, Mr. Kunal Awasthy 
has created a definitive guide that will inform both practice and perspective 
for years to come.

Sanjay Kaushik
Managing Partner, Holystone TFCI Hospitality Fund

Hotelier | Strategy Expert | Para-Military Force | Judoka – Sportsperson
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Foreword

Trade management and distribution strategy are no longer peripheral skills; 
they sit at the heart of  how markets are built, capital flows, and trust is 
institutionalised—whether you are dealing with biscuits, steel, seeds, 
medicines or financial products. Products and services rarely fail only 
because of  weak demand or poor design; they often fail because they cannot 
reliably reach the right customer, in the right way, at the right moment, and 
on the right terms. Distribution is where the promise of  access, growth and 
resilience either materialises—or quietly collapses.

Across emerging markets, three forces are reshaping this reality. First, the 
enduring power of  traditional trade: the neighbourhood kirana, the local 
distributor, the field agent, the rural retailer—actors who run on trust, 
informal information flows, and deeply personal relationships. Second, 
the rise of  organised and modern formats that demand sharper category 
thinking, disciplined execution, and data-backed negotiations, whether for 
physical shelf  space or visibility on a digital platform. Third, the growth of  
alternate and digital channels that unlock new forms of  reach but also raise 
fresh questions about channel conflict, pricing discipline, last-mile quality, 
and the ethics of  algorithmic targeting.

From a practitioner’s lens, trade management is not a narrow “sales” 
topic; it is an applied discipline at the intersection of  strategy, operations, 
behavioural economics, and technology. It forces us to think simultaneously 
about working capital and credit cycles, about data and judgement, about 
automation and human discretion. It demands that we understand retailer 
psychology and customer behaviour as seriously as we understand balance 
sheets and P&Ls. Whether in FMCG, agri-inputs, pharma, consumer 
durables or financial services, the design of  distribution systems determines 
who is included, who is priced out, and who gets to participate in growth.

For educators and institutions, this calls for a shift in emphasis. Trade 
management and distribution strategy should not sit as a peripheral or 
purely tactical module; it deserves to be treated as a foundational capability 
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that cuts across sectors and specialisations. When students learn to design, 
govern and adapt distribution systems—balancing trust and technology, 
reach and responsibility—they are not just learning how to “sell more.” 
They are learning how markets are actually constructed in complex, unequal 
environments, and how choices made in channels and networks shape long-
term economic and social outcomes.

As you read this book, I would invite you to sit with a few questions:

•	 When we design a distribution strategy, whose access and whose 
convenience are we optimising for?

•	 How do our channel choices reconfigure power among manufacturers, 
intermediaries, and small retailers?

•	 In a world of  data and digital interfaces, what does it take to preserve 
trust at the last mile?

•	 And as managers, educators, or policymakers, what responsibility do we 
carry for the systems we build—not just for their efficiency, but for the 
kind of  market society they leave behind?

Gaurav Suri

Gaurav has led trade, distribution and go to market strategy across multiple 
sectors, working with both legacy brands and emerging enterprises 
in India’s most complex markets. Drawing on experience that spans 
FMCG, agri inputs, industrials and financial services, he has focused on 
building distribution systems that balance reach with resilience, and data 
with onground judgement. Gaurav Suri is particularly interested in how 
channel design, retailer behaviour and lastmile execution shape inclusion, 
capital productivity and long term brand equity—questions that sit at the 
intersection of  strategy, operations and society, and belong at the core of  
modern management education.
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Foreword

There is an ongoing wave every trade professional knows well: standing at 
the edge of  a market they thought they understood, realising that the rules 
have quietly changed. 

The kirana store that once moved fifty units a week is now competing with 
a quick commerce app promising ten-minute delivery. The distributor who 
built a business over thirty years of  relationships is suddenly being asked 
for granular secondary sales data. The FMCG manager who mastered shelf  
space in modern retail now finds himself  accountable for a D2C funnel he 
never had to manage before.

This book is written for that moment of  transition.

Trade Management & Distribution Strategy: General Trade, Modern Trade 
& Alternate Channels in Emerging Markets does not assume that trade is 
simple, because it is not. India’s distribution landscape is among the most 
layered, nuanced, and rapidly evolving market ecosystems in the world. It is 
shaped as much by the logic of  global commerce as by the ground realities 
of  a 1.4-billion-person economy that still runs, in large part, on trust, credit 
cycles, and the enduring handshake between a salesman and a shopkeeper.

What this book sets out to do is bring these two worlds into a single, 
coherent view.

On one side lies the enduring architecture of  Indian trade, including the 
kirana ecosystem, distributor networks, informal credit systems, the rural 
last mile, and the deeply human psychology that drives retailer decisions. 
On the other side lies the accelerating shift, including e-commerce and 
quick commerce, the growing influence of  D2C channels, the promise of  
AI-driven forecasting, and the increasing complexity of  managing channel 
conflict in an omnichannel environment.

The frameworks presented here are not theoretical constructs. They are 
shaped by on-ground experience across diverse companies and categories, 
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from the organised scale of  Tata Steel and Parle G, to the agri-input 
ecosystems of  Laxmi Seeds and Krishi Rasayan, from the institutional 
reach of  Hamdard to the rural distribution models of  Fateh Rural Limited. 
Each framework has been tested in the field, refined through practice, and 
grounded in reality.

Whether you are an MBA student approaching your first distribution 
module, an entrepreneur scaling a regional brand nationally, a distributor 
from a family business rethinking the future, or a policymaker seeking to 
understand how goods truly reach people, this book is designed to offer 
clarity and utility.

India remains one of  the most dynamic trade markets in the world. Its 
complexity is not a constraint; it is an opportunity. But navigating it 
requires more than instinct. It demands a framework for thinking, a shared 
vocabulary for strategy, and the confidence that comes from understanding 
why things work the way they do.

That is what this book aims to provide.

Shruti Mishra
Founder & CEO,  

IImage Stereo Marcom Pvt Ltd
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Foreword

General Trade Structure – Food Company

Over the years in the food industry, I have come to recognize that despite 
rapid modernization, general trade continues to be the backbone of  
distribution. While modern trade and e-commerce contribute to visibility, 
it is general trade that delivers deep market penetration & accessibility in 
reaching remote areas characterized by personalized customer service & 
credit-based salesdriven by traditional buying behavior.

In my experience, general trade operates through a practical structure—
starting with carrying and forwarding agents (C&F) managing inventory 
and logistics, followed by distributors who drive execution in the market. I 
have consistently seen that distributors are not just intermediaries but the 
brand’s representatives in their territories. Their ability to influence retailers 
by building personal relationships and ensuring product movement directly 
impacts performance. A strong distributor network can sustain growth 
even in challenging times.

I have learned that appointing the right distributor is critical, requiring 
evaluation of  financial discipline, infrastructure, involvement in business 
& intent to grow with the brand. Managing these partnerships is equally 
important. Success comes from building alignment through regular 
communications, realistic targets, motivation and fair incentives.

Then comes the sales team, the people on the ground, who make things 
happen. You can design the best strategy sitting in an office, but if  your 
sales force isn’t structured properly, it won’t translate into results. Effective 
territory planning reduces the travel time & effectiveness. When territories 
are manageable, sales teams able to build relationships, drive consistency 
and repeat business. Performance-oriented rewards & recognitions boost 
employees morale, engagement & productivity.

I strongly believe in a flexible route-to-market approach. Different markets 
require different models, and success lies in adapting rather than enforcing 
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a fixed strategy. Ultimately, availability & visibility remains the key & being 
omnipresent when the consumer demands it.

Retail execution requires prioritization. While high-volume outlets drive 
growth, wider distribution ensures availability & visibility of  products. A 
balanced approach helps achieve both depth and width, which is the most 
critical elements in distribution.

Pricing must ensure fair margins across the value chain to maintain partners 
motivation and trust.Every player in the chain—distributor, retailer, and 
company needs to make a fair margin. If  the structure is not rewarding 
enough, your product will not be pushed, no matter how good it is. Similarly, 
while credit is necessary in general trade, disciplined control through defined 
limits and timely collections are highly essential.

One of  the biggest improvements in recent years has been in tracking 
secondary sales. Earlier, decisions were often based on assumptions, but 
now, with systems like Distributor Management Systems, there is far greater 
visibility. You can track how products are moving at the retail level, identify 
gaps, and respond quickly. This shift towards data-driven decision-making 
has made general trade more efficient without taking away its human 
element.

Trade schemes and promotions remain important, but they need to 
be handled with clarity. A well-designed scheme can energize the entire 
channel, while a poorly planned can create confusion and dependency. 
The focus should always be on driving genuine offtake & secondary based 
model approach rather than just pushing inventories. Alongside this, in-
store visibility continues to play a simple yet powerful role in influencing 
consumer choice.

Rural distribution deserves special attention. It is not just an extension of  
urban strategy. Itrequires a different mindset altogether. Reaching rural 
markets involves overcoming logistical challenges, understanding local 
preferences, and often working with smaller, more fragmented distribution 
networks. However, the long-term potential in these markets is significant. 
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With patience and the right approach, rural distribution can become a 
strong growth driver for any food company.

Finally, none of  this works without proper monitoring. You need to keep 
an eye on the right numbers—sales, coverage, stock levels, and collections. 
But more importantly, you need to understand what those numbers are 
telling you. Data is useful, but experience helps you interpret it correctly. 
Regular reviews, honest conversations with your team, and quick corrective 
actions make all the difference.

Overall, I see general trade as a system that is efficient, yet flexible enough to 
adapt to changing conditions. A well-managed general trade network does 
more than just distribute products; it creates reliability, strengthens brand 
presence, and builds long-term business resilience. For any food company 
aiming for sustained growth, investing in and respecting this structure is 
not just important-it is essential.

Manish Sharma is a seasoned sales and distribution leader with over 21 
years of  experience across FMCG, telecom, and apparel industries in North 
India. A mechanical engineering graduate from Jamia Millia Islamia, he 
brings a strong blend of  analytical thinking and market execution expertise. 

Currently serving as General Manager – Sales at Parle Agro, Manish 
has a proven track record of  driving revenue growth, expanding dealer 
networks, and managing large, high-performing teams. His career spans 
leading organizations such as Colgate-Palmolive, Levi’s, Bharti Airtel, and 
Idea Cellular.He specializes in distribution strategy, channel development, 
team leadership, and market expansion, with deep expertise in managing 
complex dealer ecosystems and delivering consistent business results
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Foreword

India stands at a defining moment in its economic journey. As the nation 
aspires toward a multi-trillion-dollar economy, the role of  trade—how goods 
move, how markets function, and how value is created across the supply 
chain—has never been more critical. This book, Trade Management & 
Distribution Strategy: General Trade, Modern Trade & Alternate Channels 
in Emerging Markets, arrives at a time when understanding the architecture 
of  trade is not just important—it is essential.

For decades, India’s trade ecosystem has evolved in layers rather than 
leaps. From the deeply embedded mandi systems and relationship-driven 
kirana and Retail networks to the rise of  organized retail and now the 
rapid expansion of  digital marketplaces, each phase has added complexity 
and opportunity. What makes India unique is not the replacement of  one 
system by another, but the coexistence of  all three—traditional, modern, 
and digital—operating simultaneously across a vast and diverse market.

This coexistence demands a new kind of  thinking. Managers today cannot 
afford to operate in silos. They must understand how a rural retailer extends 
credit based on trust, how a modern retail chain negotiates margins based 
on data, and how a digital platform influences pricing through algorithms—
all at the same time. Trade is no longer a backend function; it is a strategic 
lever that defines competitive advantage.

What distinguishes this book is its grounded approach. It does not merely 
present theory—it captures the lived reality of  Indian markets. The insights 
are drawn from years of  hands-on experience in building and managing 
distribution networks across urban and rural India. The emphasis on General 
Trade as the enduring backbone, combined with a nuanced understanding 
of  Modern Trade and Alternate Channels, makes this work both relevant 
and practical.

The author, Sarabjit Singh Puri, brings a rare combination of  field experience 
and strategic clarity. Through his leadership at Fateh Rural Limited, he has 
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worked at the intersection of  rural markets, distribution systems, and large-
scale execution. His perspective reflects not only how trade works in theory, 
but how it actually functions on the ground—where relationships matter as 
much as margins, and where trust often outweighs technology.

The Author Kunal Awasthy, comes with almost 3decades of  extensive 
domestic and International experience across multiple industries, he has 
the distinction of  managing and turning around companies, with extensive 
and indepth understanding if  Indian urban and rural markets. He has been 
a successful serial entreprenieur and is sitting on the board of  quite a few 
companies.

This book is particularly valuable for students of  management, practitioners 
in FMCG and agri-business, entrepreneurs building distribution-led 
businesses, and policymakers seeking to understand the mechanics of  
market access. It bridges the gap between classroom learning and real-
world execution, offering frameworks that can be applied across industries.

As India continues to urbanize, digitize, and globalize, the fundamentals of  
trade will remain rooted in human behavior—credit, relationships, trust, 
and territory. Technology will enhance efficiency, but it will not replace the 
need for understanding people and markets at a granular level.

I believe this book will serve as an important resource for anyone seeking 
to understand and master the dynamics of  trade in emerging markets. It 
is not just a guide to distribution—it is a roadmap to building sustainable, 
scalable, and resilient market systems.

The future of  India’s growth story will be written not only in boardrooms, 
but in mandis, retail stores, warehouses, and digital platforms across the 
country. Those who understand trade will shape that future.

Sarabjit S Puri & Kunal Awasthy
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Chapter 1

Evolution of Trade in India
From Mandis to Malls to Marketplaces

1. Introduction: Trade as the Lifeline of Civilization

Trade in India is not merely an economic activity—it is a 
civilizational force. From ancient barter systems in village mandis 
to sprawling shopping malls and now digital marketplaces 
powered by algorithms, India’s trade ecosystem has constantly 
evolved while retaining its cultural roots. Each phase reflects 
the nation’s socio-economic transformation, technological 
progress, and changing consumer aspirations.

This chapter traces that journey—from local mandis to organized 
retail malls and finally to digital marketplaces— highlighting 
how each era reshaped commerce, livelihoods, and consumer 
behaviour.
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2. The Era of Mandis: Community-Centric Commerce

2.1 Origins of the Mandi System

The mandi system dates back centuries, deeply embedded in 
India’s agrarian economy. Mandis functioned as local trading 
hubs where farmers, traders, and buyers met physically to 
exchange goods. Agricultural produce, grains, spices, cotton, 
and livestock were traded through negotiation-based pricing 
mechanisms.

Village haats (weekly markets) and regional mandis formed 
the backbone of rural trade. These markets were not only 
commercial centres but also social spaces where communities 
gathered, shared news, and built trust-based relationships.

2.2 Characteristics of Traditional Mandis

•	 Face-to-face negotiation

•	 Cash-based transactions

•	 Relationship-driven credit systems

•	 Limited geographical reach

•	 Minimal formal documentation

The system was largely informal but highly efficient within 
its context. Middlemen or “arthiyas” played a critical role in 
connecting farmers with buyers and providing credit.

2.3 Strengths and Limitations Strengths:

•	 Strong trust networks

•	 Community bonding

•	 Low entry barriers

•	 Cultural familiarity
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Limitations:

•	 Price opacity

•	 Exploitation by intermediaries

•	 Lack of scale

•	 Poor infrastructure and storage

While mandis powered rural India for generations, the need 
for modernization and efficiency became increasingly evident 
as the economy expanded.

3.	 Colonial Influence and Structural Shifts

The colonial period introduced formalized trade channels, 
railways, ports, and export-oriented agriculture. Commodities 
like cotton, indigo, tea, and spices were integrated into global 
markets.

Railway connectivity allowed goods to move beyond local mandis 
into national supply chains. This marked the first major structural 
shift—from purely local trade to inter-regional commerce.

However, the focus remained commodity-centric, with limited 
industrial diversification. After independence, India sought 
to restructure its trade systems under planned economic 
development.

4.	 Post-Independence: Regulated Markets and 		
Industrial Expansion

4.1 APMC and Market Regulation

To protect farmers from exploitation, state governments 
introduced Agricultural Produce Market Committees (APMCs). 
These regulated mandis aimed to ensure fair pricing, 
standardized weighing, and structured auctions.

While well-intentioned, over time many APMCs became 
restrictive, limiting competition and innovation.



6

Trade Management & Distribution Strategy

4.2 Rise of Small Retail and Kirana Stores

Parallel to regulated mandis, urban India saw the growth of 
neighbourhood kirana stores. These small, family-run shops 
became essential to urban and semi-urban consumption.

Key features included:
•	 Personal relationships
•	 Informal credit
•	 Home delivery (long before apps existed)

•	 Local sourcing networks

Kirana stores represented a hybrid between traditional trust-
based commerce and growing urban demand.

5. Liberalization of 1991: The Turning Point

The economic reforms of 1991 marked a watershed moment 
in India’s trade evolution. With liberalization, privatization, and 
globalization policies, the retail landscape began transforming 
rapidly.

5.1 Entry of Organized Retail

Large Indian corporate houses and international brands entered 
the market. Supermarkets, department stores, and hypermarkets 
began to start and fragmented retail formats started becoming 
more organised structurally and logistically.

Consumers were introduced to:
•	 Fixed pricing
•	 Branded products
•	 Air-conditioned shopping environments

•	 Structured supply chains

This marked the beginning of India’s mall culture.
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6. The Rise of Malls: Organized Retail Revolution

6.1 Emergence of Mall Culture

In the early 2000s, urban India witnessed the rapid rise of 
shopping malls. Cities like Mumbai, Delhi, Bengaluru, and 
Chandigarh became hubs of organized retail growth.

Malls transformed shopping into an experience rather than a 
necessity. They combined retail, entertainment, food courts, 
cinemas, and lifestyle spaces under one roof.

6.2 Key Drivers

•	 Rising disposable incomes
•	 Urbanization
•	 Growing middle class
•	 Exposure to global brands

•	 Real estate development

6.3 Supply Chain Modernization

Malls required:
•	 Centralized warehousing
•	 Inventory management systems
•	 Barcode technology

•	 Structured procurement models

Trade shifted from relationship-based buying to data-driven 
inventory planning.

6.4 Impact on Traditional Retail

While malls offered scale and efficiency, they also posed 
challenges to small retailers. However, kirana stores adapted 
by:

•	 Focusing on proximity advantage
•	 Offering personalized service

•	 Maintaining flexible credit
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The coexistence of malls and kiranas reflected India’s layered 
retail ecosystem.

7. The Digital Disruption: Rise of Marketplaces

7.1 Birth of E-Commerce in India

The late 2000s and early 2010s saw the 
emergence of online marketplaces. Platforms such 
as Flipkart and Amazon revolutionized consumer buying 
patterns.

Smartphone penetration, affordable internet, and digital 
payment systems accelerated adoption.

7.2 Marketplace Model vs Inventory Model

Unlike traditional retail, digital marketplaces connected buyers 
and sellers directly through platforms.

Marketplace Model:

•	 Platform connects third-party sellers to customers

•	 Minimal inventory holding

•	 Commission-based revenue

Inventory Model:

•	 Platform owns and sells products directly

•	 Warehousing-heavy operations

India’s regulatory environment favoured the marketplace 
model, encouraging MSMEs to sell online.

7.3 UPI and Digital Payments

The introduction of the Unified Payments Interface (UPI) was 
transformative. It enabled instant, low-cost digital payments, 
bridging trust gaps in online trade.
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Cash-on-delivery gradually gave way to prepaid transactions, 
enhancing working capital cycles.

8. Logistics and Supply Chain Transformation

Digital marketplaces required robust logistics networks. This 
led to:

•	 Growth of third-party logistics providers

•	 Warehouse automation

•	 Real-time tracking

•	 Reverse logistics systems

•	 Hyperlocal delivery models

Technology became the backbone of trade efficiency. Artificial 
intelligence and data analytics began predicting demand, 
optimizing pricing, and managing supply chains dynamically.

9. D2C Brands and Social Commerce

9.1 Direct-to-Consumer (D2C) Revolution

New-age brands bypassed distributors and retailers, selling 
directly to customers via websites and social media. This allowed 
customer data ownership, and brand storytelling although the 
margins squeezed due to logistics and social media advertising.

9.2 Social Media as a Marketplace

Platforms like Instagram, WhatsApp, and Facebook turned 
into commerce channels. Influencer-driven marketing and 
community-based selling expanded rapidly.

Trade became decentralized again—but digitally. 
 
Still this type of sales have very small volume in comparison to 
traditional systems.
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10. Government Initiatives and Digital Integration

India’s trade transformation has been supported by major 
initiatives:

•	 Digital India
•	 GST implementation (unifying tax structure)
•	 ONDC (Open Network for Digital Commerce)
•	 Startup India
•	 Make in India

The Goods and Services Tax (GST) unified fragmented state tax 
systems, enabling seamless inter-state commerce.

ONDC aims to democratize e-commerce by creating an open 
protocol where small sellers can participate without platform 
monopolie

11. From Physical to Phygital

India’s trade ecosystem today is neither purely offline nor fully 
online—it is “phygital.”

Examples include:
•	 Kirana stores partnering with e-commerce platforms
•	 Click-and-collect retail models
•	 QR-code payments in street markets
•	 Digital inventory tools for small retailers

Even mandis are digitizing through e-NAM platforms, 
improving price discovery and transparency.
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12. Changing Consumer Behavior

Indian consumers have evolved across three major phases:

Phase Consumer Mindset Purchase Drivers

Mandi Era Necessity-based Price & familiarity

Mall Era Experience-driven Brand & aspiration

Marketplace 
Era Convenience-focused Speed, variety, reviews

Today’s consumers seek:

•	 Instant gratification

•	 Omnichannel experiences

•	 Competitive pricing

•	 Authenticity and sustainability

Trust has started shifting from personal relationships to digital 
ratings and reviews.

13. Challenges in the New Trade Landscape

Despite rapid growth, challenges remain:

•	 Digital divide between rural and urban India

•	 Logistics costs in remote regions

•	 Platform dependency risks

•	 Data privacy concerns

•	 Regulatory uncertainties

Small traders must continuously adapt to remain competitive 
in a technology-driven environment.
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14. The Road Ahead: Trade 4.0

The next phase of Indian trade will likely be shaped by:
•	 Artificial Intelligence-driven personalization
•	 Blockchain-based supply chain transparency
•	 Drone deliveries in rural zones
•	 Voice commerce in regional languages
•	 Sustainable and green supply chains

India’s demographic dividend and entrepreneurial energy 
position it uniquely for a hybrid trade model blending tradition 
with technology.

15. Conclusion: Continuity Within Change

From dusty mandis to glittering malls to algorithm-powered 
marketplaces, India’s trade journey reflects resilience and 
reinvention. While formats have changed, the core essence 
remains constant: connecting producers and consumers 
efficiently.

Mandis built trust. 
Malls built aspiration. 
Marketplaces built scale.

The future belongs to those who can integrate all three—
community trust, experiential retail, and technological 
efficiency—into a unified commerce ecosystem.

India’s evolution of trade is not a replacement story; it is a 
layering story. Each era adds a new dimension while the old 
continues to adapt and survive.

The journey from mandis to malls to marketplaces is, 
ultimately, the story of India itself—dynamic, diverse, and 
constantly evolving.
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Understanding the Trade 
Ecosystem

Manufacturers, CFA, Super Stockists, Distributors, 
Retailers, Institutions

1. Introduction: The Invisible Engine Behind Commerce

Every product that reaches a customer’s hand has travelled 
through a structured network of participants. This network-known 
as the trade ecosystem—is the backbone of commerce. While 
consumers interact mainly with retailers or online platforms, the 
real movement of goods involves multiple layers of coordination, 
financing, logistics, and relationship management.

Understanding this ecosystem is critical for entrepreneurs, 
business leaders, investors, and policymakers. Each layer-
from manufacturer to institution—plays a distinct role in value 
creation, risk distribution, and market expansion.
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2. Manufacturers: The Origin of Value

2.1 Who Are Manufacturers?

Manufacturers are the creators of products. They convert raw 
materials into finished goods through processes involving 
technology, labour, quality control, and compliance.

Manufacturers can range from:
•	 Large multinational corporations
•	 Mid-sized regional players
•	 Small and medium enterprises (SMEs)

•	 Contract manufacturers

They form the starting point of the supply chain.

2.2 Core Responsibilities
•	 Product design and development
•	 Raw material procurement
•	 Production planning
•	 Quality assurance
•	 Branding and packaging
•	 Regulatory compliance

•	 Pricing strategy

2.3 Capital Intensity and Risk

Manufacturing is capital-intensive. It requires:

•	 Plant and machinery investment

•	 Skilled labour

•	 Inventory holding

•	 Working capital cycles

Manufacturers face risks such as fluctuating raw material costs, 
demand uncertainty, compliance burdens, and competitive 
pressures.
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2.4 Strategic Focus

Successful manufacturers focus on:

•	 Operational efficiency

•	 Cost optimization

•	 Brand positioning

•	 Distribution reach

•	 Innovation

However, production alone does not guarantee market success. 
Efficient distribution determines scalability.

3. CFA (Carrying & Forwarding Agent): The Logistics 
Anchor

3.1 Role of a CFA

A Carrying & Forwarding Agent (CFA) acts as the extended 
logistics arm of the manufacturer. CFAs store goods in 
warehouses and dispatch them to distributors or super stockists 
as per company instructions.

They do not own the goods; they operate on a service fee 
model.

3.2 Key Functions

•	 Warehousing

•	 Inventory management

•	 Order processing

•	 Dispatch coordination

•	 Documentation and compliance

•	 Tax and invoice handling
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3.3 Why CFAs Matter

For manufacturers expanding geographically, setting up 
company-owned warehouses in every region is inefficient. CFAs 
provide local infrastructure and operational flexibility.

3.4 Revenue Model

CFAs typically earn:

•	 Fixed monthly retainers

•	 Per-unit handling charges

•	 Incentives based on dispatch volume

They reduce logistical burden while improving supply chain 
responsiveness.

4. Super Stockists: The Regional Powerhouses

4.1 Definition and Position

Super stockists operate between the CFA and distributors in 
large markets. They purchase goods in bulk from the company 
(or through CFAs) and redistribute them to multiple distributors.

They function as regional inventory aggregators.

4.2 Key Responsibilities

•	 Bulk purchasing

•	 Secondary distribution

•	 Credit support to distributors

•	 Market penetration in semi-urban and rural areas
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4.3 Financial Role

Super stockists often provide working capital cushioning. By 
purchasing large quantities upfront, they ease the manufacturer’s 
cash flow pressures.

4.4 Strategic Importance

In geographically vast countries, super stockists:

•	 Reduce freight costs

•	 Shorten delivery cycles

•	 Enable deeper rural reach

•	 Strengthen regional presence

They balance inventory risk and liquidity between manufacturers 
and distributors.

5. Distributors: The Market Builders

5.1 The Backbone of Trade

Distributors are arguably the most critical link in the trade 
ecosystem. They directly service retailers and influence market 
demand.

5.2 Core Functions

•	 Stock procurement

•	 Retail coverage

•	 Sales force deployment

•	 Credit extension to retailers

•	 Local marketing support

•	 Scheme implementation
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5.3 Working Capital Dynamics

Distributors operate on tight margins but high volumes. Their 
capital is locked in:

•	 Inventory

•	 Retailer credit cycles

•	 Operational costs

Efficient rotation of stock determines profitability.

5.4 Relationship Capital

Distribution is relationship-driven. Successful distributors 
maintain:

•	 Strong retailer networks

•	 Timely service

•	 Product knowledge

•	 Trust with manufacturers

They are responsible not just for selling but also for market 
intelligence—feedback on pricing, competition, and consumer 
trends.

6. Retailers: The Consumer Interface

6.1 Types of Retailers

Retailers represent the final commercial point before 
consumption. They include:

•	 Kirana stores

•	 Modern trade outlets

•	 Specialty stores

•	 Online sellers

•	 Hypermarkets



19

Part 1: The Foundation of Trade

6.2 Core Responsibilities

•	 Product display and merchandising

•	 Consumer engagement

•	 Last-mile sales

•	 Cash collection

•	 Feedback transmission

6.3 Margin Structure

Retail margins vary by industry but typically range between 8% 
to 25%. High turnover is crucial for profitability.

6.4 Competitive Pressures

Retailers face:

•	 Competition from e-commerce

•	 Margin compression

•	 Inventory management challenges

•	 Consumer price sensitivity

Those who adapt through technology, digital payments, and 
inventory software remain competitive.

7. Institutions: Bulk and Structured Buyers

7.1 Who Are Institutional Buyers?

Institutions purchase goods in bulk for organizational 
consumption or redistribution. Examples include:

•	 Government departments

•	 Hospitals

•	 Educational institutions

•	 Corporate offices

•	 Large enterprises
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7.2 Characteristics

•	 Large order volumes

•	 Tender-based procurement

•	 Negotiated pricing

•	 Structured contracts

•	 Delayed payment cycles

7.3 Strategic Importance

Institutional sales offer:

•	 Volume stability

•	 Brand credibility

•	 Long-term contracts

•	 Predictable revenue streams

However, they require compliance, documentation, and 
competitive bidding.

8. Flow of Goods: A Step-by-Step 

Movement

1.	 Manufacturer produces goods.

2.	 Goods are transferred to CFA warehouses.

3.	 Super stockists purchase in bulk (if applicable).

4.	 Distributors procure inventory.

5.	 Retailers purchase from distributors.

6.	 Consumers buy from retailers.

In institutional models, goods may move directly from 
manufacturer or super stockist to institutional buyers.

9. Flow of Money: Reverse Direction

Interestingly, money flows in the opposite direction:
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Consumer → Retailer → Distributor → Super Stockist → 
Manufacturer

Credit cycles at each stage determine the health of the entire 
ecosystem.

Working capital discipline is critical. Delays at one level can 
impact the entire chain.

10. Margin Distribution Across the Chain

A simplified structure (varies by industry):

•	 Manufacturer margin: 20–40%

•	 Super stockist margin: 2–5%

•	 Distributor margin: 4–8%

•	 Retailer margin: 8–25%

Margins reflect risk, investment, and operational responsibility 
at each level.

11. Risk Allocation in the Ecosystem

Each participant carries specific risks:

Participant Key Risks
Manufacturer  Demand fluctuation, raw material volatility

CFA
Inventory damage, operational inefficien-
cies

Super Stockist Unsold stock, credit defaults
Distributor Retailer payment delays
Retailer Low footfall, competition
Institution  Budget constraints, policy shifts

A well-balanced trade ecosystem distributes risk 
proportionately.
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12. Technology Integration Across Layers

Modern trade ecosystems are increasingly digitized:

•	 ERP systems for manufacturers

•	 Warehouse management software for CFAs

•	 Distributor management systems (DMS)

•	 Retail billing software

•	 E-invoicing and GST integration

•	 Data analytics for demand forecasting

Technology reduces inefficiencies and increases transparency.

13. Challenges in the Trade Ecosystem

•	 Credit dependency

•	 Inventory misalignment

•	 Channel conflict

•	 Price undercutting

•	 Policy changes

•	 Digital disruption

Balancing power between manufacturers and channel partners 
remains a delicate task.

14. Channel Strategy: Choosing the Right Mix

Businesses must decide:

•	 Direct distribution vs layered distribution

•	 Regional expansion pace

•	 Institutional vs retail focus

•	 Online vs offline mix

The optimal structure depends on product type, geography, 
margin capacity, and working capital strength.
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15. The Emerging Hybrid Model

The traditional linear supply chain is transforming into a hybrid 
model:

•	 Manufacturers selling directly online

•	 Distributors servicing e-commerce fulfilment

•	 Retailers acting as pick-up points

•	 Institutions ordering through digital procurement 
systems

The ecosystem is becoming more integrated rather than 
fragmented.

16. Conclusion: Interdependence and Alignment

The trade ecosystem is not a hierarchy—it is a network of 
interdependent partners. Each layer adds value through 
specialization:

•	 Manufacturers create products.

•	 CFAs ensure logistical stability.

•	 Super stockists enable scale.

•	 Distributors build markets.

•	 Retailers drive consumer conversion.

•	 Institutions provide bulk stability.

When aligned strategically, this ecosystem becomes a growth 
engine. When misaligned, it leads to inefficiency and conflict.

Understanding these layers is essential for building scalable, 
sustainable businesses. Trade is not just about selling—it is 
about orchestrating relationships, managing capital, and 
synchronizing supply with demand.

The stronger the ecosystem alignment, the stronger the 
enterprise.
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