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Abstract
Like many emerging economies in the Global South, China is experiencing major transformations of
its national and local food system characterized by the rise of supermarkets. There has been an ongoing
debate on the relationship between the supermarket and the wet market in developing countries. Drawing
on data from a city-wide supermarket mapping and surveys conducted in Nanjing in 2019, this paper
revisits China’s “supermarketization” process and challenges the prediction of supermarket domination.
It reveals that Nanjing’s food retailing system has been shaped by the complementarity and co-evolution
of the wet market and the supermarket with great policy support. It is necessary for policymakers to recognize the possibility of the coevolution of the supermarket and the wet market in other cities of the Global
South. This paper underscores the importance of understanding the complex role of the food system in
food security.
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Introduction
The expansion of supermarkets has cast doubt on
the continued viability of traditional food markets
in many countries and regions in the Global South
(Crush and Frayne 2011, Nickanor et al 2019,
Reardon et al 2003, Schipmann and Qaim 2011,
Suryadama et al 2010, Torres Salcido et al 2015).
According to Reardon and others, this transformation came down to a “supermarket revolution” or
“supermarketization” which involved progressively
greater control over the urban food supply and
marketing by supermarket chains (Reardon and
Timmer 2003, 2008, Tschirley et al 2015). The rise
of supermarkets in China is seen as the main driving
factor in the major transformation and modernization of national and local food provisioning system
from the 1990s onwards (Goldman 2000, 2001,
Reardon and Gulati 2008). Some have predicted
that supermarkets are replacing other retail formats
and will be the dominant food retailers in China’s
urban areas in the near future (Gorton et al 2011,
Ortega et al 2015). The supermarket chain is considered to have certain advantages of convenience,
quality, safety, and shopping experience over traditional retailers (Boselie et al 2003, Maruyama et al
2016, Uncles 2010).
Researchers have yet to reach a consensus on
whether urban food systems in the Global South
will inevitably be dominated by supermarkets.
Some researchers have argued that supermarkets have the potential to improve food security
in developing countries (Reardon and Hopkins
2006), which has motivated urban policymakers to
address food insecurity through increasing government support for supermarkets (Battersby 2019).
Others conclude that the wet market is still the most
important fresh food source in many cities (Bai et
al 2008, Banwell et al 2016, Schipmann and Qaim
2011, Suryadarma et al 2010). In China, the wet
market and the supermarket are often juxtaposed as
comparative representations of Chinese traditional
and modern food economies, and the relationship
between them is symptomatic of the transformation of the food retailing system (Maruyama et al

2016). The persistence of wet markets is due to the
lower prices, freshness and variety of food, as well as
personal interaction and proximity for consumers
(Zhong et al 2019a, Zhong et al 2018). Wet markets
have also been extensively supported by government in China in upgrading their infrastructure
and improving the food buying environment. In
the case of China, the applicability of the “supermarket revolution” model is therefore debatable.
Considerable attention has been paid to food security issues, especially the policy regulation of wet
markets (Zhong et al 2019b). Yet, very few studies
have looked at the implications of these policies for
the relationship between the wet market and the
supermarket, suggesting a need to reflect on potential policy implications in the context of urban
China. To address this research gap, this study
provides detailed and comprehensive insights on
whether the prediction of supermarket domination
of supermarket revolution theory holds in China’s
urban context. The study draws on a survey conducted by the Hungry Cities Partnership (HCP) in
2019 about supermarkets selling fresh produce and
their adjacent wet markets in Nanjing, China. The
Nanjing case is relevant because of the extensive network of wet markets and supermarkets throughout
the city as well as a wide variety of municipal policies targeting the food retailing system.
The contribution of this paper is twofold. First,
while most studies have analyzed the major transformation of national or regional-level food retailing
system, evidence on the city-level food landscape is
rare. HCP’s previous Nanjing research was the first
to use a city-wide household survey data to investigate the city’s food system (Si and Zhong 2018).
This study is therefore one of the first evaluations of
the relationship between the supermarket and the
wet market in urban China based on quantitative
survey results. Second, this study investigates the
complementarity and co-evolution of the supermarket and the wet market in Nanjing, which contributes to the debates on the existing “supermarket
revolution” theory by providing baseline evidence
and new perspectives for understanding the food
environment in urban China.
1
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The ‘Supermarket Revolution’
Model

waves, from large cities to small cities and even rural
areas, and from richer groups to the middle class
and the working poor (Reardon et al 2003, 2012).

“Supermarketization” since the early 1990s has
been characterized in the literature as occurring in
four “waves” of spatial diffusion (Table 1) (Reardon
and Gulatti 2008). Each wave involves the rapid
increase of modern retail share in food retailing at
the expense of traditional shops and wet markets
(Reardon et al 2012). The model describes a growing
share of food products sold through supermarkets,
driven by a confluence of new urban mass markets,
the growth of the urban middle class, urbanization,
the liberalization of foreign direct investment, and
the profit potential of both large multinational and
local supermarket chains (Tschirley et al 2015). The
penetration of supermarkets into product markets
happens first in processed food products and nonfood products, then in semi-processed products like
dairy products, and finally in fresh produce such as
meats, fish and vegetables. Both the spatial diffusion pattern and the product penetration path in
developing countries roughly resembles that which
occurred decades earlier in Western Europe and the
United States (Reardon and Hopkins 2006). China
was supposed to have undergone the revolution
during the third wave in the late 1990s and early
2000s (Reardon et al 2007, Reardon and Timmer
2008). Within a country, according to the model,
the spatial diffusion of supermarkets also occurs in

Compared with Mexico and the United States,
researchers found a surprisingly rapid penetration of
modern food retail in China (Reardon et al 2012).
Although systematic statistics on the displacement
or acquisition of other retail stores by supermarket
chains were absent in China, it was estimated that
by the early 2000s, approximately 30% of the value
of urban food retail sales were via supermarkets and
total sales were growing by 30-40% annually, compared with the overall national retail sales growth
of roughly 10% per year. These estimates constitute the basis of the inference that supermarkets
were replacing other retail formats and would be
the dominant food retailers in China’s urban areas
in the near future (Ortega et al 2015). The supermarket chain is considered to have certain advantages of price, convenience, quality, and safety over
traditional retailers. These advantages, in turn,
create competition and tensions with traditional
retailers and suppliers. An inflection point appears
to be when the supermarket share of total food
retail is roughly one-third to one-half (Reardon
and Hopkins 2006).
China has been viewed as an attractive retail market
since it opened its consumer market in the 1990s
(Chuang et al 2011. Zhang and Pan 2013). That is

TABLE 1: Four Waves of Modern Food Retail Diffusion in Developing Countries
Waves

First
Second

Year of occurrence

Share of
modern retail
in overall food
retail

Early-to-mid 1990s

5-20%

Early-to-mid 2000s

50% or more

Mid-to-late 1990s

5-10%

Early-to-mid 2000s

30-50%

Late 1990s or early 2000s
Third

Fourth

Around 2007

5-20%

Countries or areas

Latin America, north-central Europe and the Baltic countries,
South Africa, East Asia (outside China and Japan)
Southeast Asia (outside transition countries like Vietnam),
Central America, Mexico, south-central Europe
“Transition” East Asia (China, Vietnam), India, Russia, parts
of eastern and southern Africa, some countries in Central
and South America

“The supermarket
revolution is just starting
in some countries”

Source: Adapted from Reardon and Gulati (2008) and Reardon et al (2012).
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also when supermarkets began to grow rapidly in
China (Geng et al 2017). The expansion accelerated after China joined the World Trade Organization in December 2001 and foreign investment
was granted access to China’s consumer market
(Hu et al 2004). The number of supermarket stores
in China increased from 10,281 in 2002 to 33,024
in 2018 (China Statistical Yearbook 2004: 17-27,
2019: 15-7), with an average annual increase of
8%. Although the rise of supermarkets changed
urban China’s retail landscape and was considered
the main driving factor of transformation in many
studies (Goldman 2000, Hu et al 2004), there is still
an ongoing debate on whether supermarkets would
completely dominate food retailing.
The “supermarketization” model is not only contested in China but has been controversial from
the outset. Abrahams (2009), for example, called
the model “supermarket revolution myopia” for
its neglect of the resilience and competitiveness of
informal markets and other local agrifood players.
Recent studies have demonstrated the persistence
of traditional markets (including wet markets and
informal food economies), which results in the
competition with supermarkets in many cities of
the Global South (Banwell et al 2016, Maruyama
and Trung 2012, Nickanor et al 2019). Critics also
argued that the spread of supermarkets would not
have a uniform impact and the future landscape of
food retailing in developing countries would be
more varied than the “supermarket revolution”
hypothesis predicted. As Humphrey (2007: 433)
pointed out, “the extent of the transformation of
retailing (in developing countries), and also of food
production as a consequence of it, is overestimated,
particularly for fresh produce”.
In addition, researchers have questioned the implications of supermarket expansion for food security
(Wagner et al 2019). Most surveyed households
in rapidly-growing African cities experiencing
supermarket expansion still experience severe food
insecurity (Frayne et al 2018). Although the food
was accessible through supermarkets, they were not
generally a source of healthy food (Battersby 2019).
Informal food retail offered the urban poor more
food choices and improved food security (Crush et

al 2019). Supermarkets have also been implicated
in the nutrition transition and the rapid expansion
of overnutrition, obesity and non-communicable
disease in cities of the Global South (Asfaw 2008,
Baker and Friel 2016, Demmler et al 2018, Hawkes
2008, Kimenju et al 2015, Umberger et al 2015).

Methodology
This paper is based on a citywide survey of 82
supermarkets and 82 adjacent wet markets in Nanjing in Eastern China, about 300 kilometres from
Shanghai. There were about 7 million people in the
urban area of Nanjing City in 2018 (Nanjing Statistical Yearbook 2019). Four main sources of data
were collected and analyzed. First, as the foundation of fieldwork, an inventory of all branded supermarkets selling fresh produce and wet markets was
compiled from BaiduMap via web crawler and verified through field visits, including their names and
geospatial data. A total of 170 supermarket stores
selling fresh produce owned by 13 brands were
identified, as well as 351 wet markets. Second, 90
supermarkets were sampled using stratified random
sampling. These were distributed among the city’s
11 districts proportional to the numbers of supermarkets in each district. All of the supermarkets in
each district were numbered and randomly sampled
from the list. Third, the sampled supermarkets
were visited to conduct surveys of supermarket
managers (one per supermarket) and consumers
within the fresh produce area (10-15 per supermarket). Specific information on each supermarket
was collected including fresh produce sales items,
prices of major fresh products, and infrastructure
conditions. To compare supermarkets and wet
markets, the study measured the factors involved in
the shopping experience using a five-level ordinal
scale as follows: (a) for booth uniformity and floor
cleanliness, 1 bad, 2 not good, 3 not bad, 4 good,
5 very good; (b) for odour, 1 very strong, 2 strong,
3 not bad, 4 light odour, 5 free of odour; (c) for
lighting, 1 poor lighting, 2 less bright, 3 not bad,
4 bright, 5 very bright. The survey was conducted
from January to March 2019 by 45 investigators
trained and supervised by two of the authors of this
3
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paper. The survey was conducted electronically
using the Open Data Kit (ODK) data collection
software preinstalled on android tablets. The data
collected were then uploaded and synthesized on
the online KoBoToolbox database for data cleaning
and analysis. Finally, in order to compare supermarkets and wet markets, the closest wet market to each
sampled supermarket was visited to collect similar
specific information. If the closed wet market was
shut down or under reconstruction, an alternative

wet market within 3km was located and visited. In
one case, there was no other wet market within that
radius.
In the final analysis, 90 supermarkets and 89 wet
markets were surveyed, and a total of 996 supermarket consumers and 56 supermarket managers
were interviewed. In total, information on 82 pairs
of supermarkets and wet markets were collected and
analyzed for purposes of comparison (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1: Distribution of Surveyed Supermarkets (left) and Wet Markets (right) in Nanjing

TABLE 2: Distribution of Sampled Supermarkets Across Nanjing
Samples with consumer
surveys

Total

District

Samples with manager
surveys

Supermarkets with basic
information

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

21

12

14

16

10

18

12

15

Qinhuai

25

15

18

20

9

16

15

18

Gulou

26

15

16

18

11

20

15

18

Jianye

20

12

12

13

4

7

11

13

Qixia

20

12

4

4

4

7

7

9

Yuhuatai

17

10

7

8

6

11

6

7

Pukou

10

6

4

4

2

4

4

5

Jiangning

Xuanwu

17

10

11

12

6

11

8

10

Liuhe

8

5

2

2

2

4

2

2

Lishui

3

2

1

1

1

2

1

1

Gaochun

3

2

1

1

1

2

1

1

170

100

90

100

56

100

82

100

Total

4
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Complementarity of
Supermarkets and
Wet Markets
According to previous studies, wet markets and
supermarkets are the main food sources for urban
household in Nanjing (Si et al 2019). Most are
located close to residential communities. Supermarkets are more concentrated spatially and are
primarily found in the core urban districts of
Xuanwu, Qinhuai, Gulou, Jianye, Qixia (Figure 2,
Table 3). According to 2018 statistics, 52% of the
population resides these core urban districts where
76% of supermarkets are located. The distribution
of wet markets is better aligned with the population distribution than supermarkets. The number
of wet markets is more than twice the number of

supermarkets and they can be found in all districts,
making them the most important source for daily
fresh food purchases (Si and Zhong 2018). A total
of 55% of the wet markets are located in the core
urban district (Table 3). The concentration of
supermarkets in urban districts is therefore higher
than for wet markets. This reflects the planning
policy of wet markets by the Nanjing Municipal
Government that has required the establishment
of wet markets for newly-built residential communities since the early 2000s (Zhong et al 2019b).
In contrast, profit-driven supermarkets tend to
concentrate in urban areas with convenient transportation and denser population. Together, supermarkets and wet markets play a vital role in creating
a favourable food environment that ensures a high
level of food accessibility for residents in Nanjing
(Zhong et al 2018).

FIGURE 2: Spatial Distribution of Supermarkets (left) and Wet Markets (right) in Nanjing
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TABLE 3: Wet Markets, Supermarkets and Resident by District
District

Wet market

Supermarket

2018 resident
population (million)

Population proportion
of each district (%)

Xuanwu

21

21

0.60

7

Qinhuai

27

25

1.00

12

Gulou

54

26

1.11

14

Jianye

25

20

0.49

6

Qixia

38

20

0.73

9

Yuhuatai

27

17

0.46

5

Pukou

37

10

0.84

10

Jiangning

56

17

1.29

15

Liuhe

37

8

1.00

12

Lishui

13

3

0.47

6

Gaochun
Total

16

3

0.45

5

351

170

8.44

100

The HCP Food Purchasing Matrix (HCFPM)
uses data from the 2015 household survey in Nanjing and shows clear complementarity between
supermarkets and wet markets in terms of which
foods tended to be purchased where (Crush and
McCordic 2017; Si and Zhong 2018). Table 4
clearly shows that for most products (purchased by
at least 20% of households), one or the other source

tended to be predominant. Supermarkets tended
to dominate as a source for processed foods and
wet markets for fresh foods (with the exception of
eggs and milk). Over three-quarters of households
patronized wet markets for their vegetables and
fresh meat. The only foodstuffs where the market
share tended to be divided was eggs, pasta and fresh
fruits.

TABLE 4: Sources of Major Food Items in Nanjing
Supermarkets
(% of purchasing households)

Wet markets
(% of purchasing households)

92.0

4.2

Cooking oil

89.0

9.6

Sugar

88.3

7.5

Powdered milk/sour milk

82.3

3.5

White bread

76.3

5.4

Food
Snacks

Tea/coffee

75.7

4.5

Brown bread

73.2

4.3

Rice

71.7

25.3

Fresh milk

65.3

5.5

Eggs

59.7

55.9

Pasta

58.2

40.9

Fresh fruits

45.9

59.2

Fresh beef

34.1

76.7

Fresh pork

25.6

83.8

Fresh/cooked vegetables

22.1

92.6

Fresh chicken

17.6

92.4

Pies/steamed buns

11.2

34.2

0.4

32.7

Steamed bread
Note: Multiple responses allowed
Source: Si and Zhong (2018: 37)
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The survey of 82 supermarkets for this paper concluded that supermarkets sell more processed food
items than wet markets, including frozen food, deli,
and bread/snacks. These foods are sold in 99%,
95% and 94% of supermarkets respectively, while
the proportions for wet markets are 67%, 87% and
46%. All outlets sell both vegetables and fruits.
Other food items (such as eggs, fish and aquatic
products/sea food as well as bean products) are
equally common at both outlets (more than 86%
of both). Fresh meat was the only food item that
was sold in more wet markets than supermarkets
(Figure 3).
The claim is often made that supermarkets offered
lower overall costs for consumers because of the
one-stop shopping mode provision (das Nair 2018).
However, this was not born out in Nanjing with
regard to fresh produce. The prices of six common
fresh food items per kilogram (kg) were noted and
averaged in all outlets sampled. These included
bok choy (USD1.5 per kg in supermarkets versus
USD1.1 per kg in neighbouring wet markets),
tomato (USD1.8 versus USD1.5), live crucian
(USD3.5 v USD2.7), plain raw egg (USD2.0 v
USD1.5), pork belly (USD6.1 v USD4.3) and beef
brisket (USD12.3 v USD11.3). The combined
prices of all six food items were 30% more expensive in supermarkets than in wet markets. Contributing factors to the lower prices in wet markets
could be lower operating cost due to the subsidies
from the government in forms of cheaper electricity

or water rates and lower rent being charged to vendors. It could also be because of the lower degree
of consolidation in the wet market system contributing to lower storage and management costs than
supermarkets with centralized distribution centers.
Other government interventions to balance food
affordability and vendor profitability of wet markets
also help to reduce the cost (Zhong et al 2019b).
While one-stop shopping experience offered by
supermarkets is more convenient and therefore
more attractive to consumers, multi-stop shopping
or cross-platform shopping for food is common
among urban consumers in China (Bai et al 2008).
Only 18% of supermarket shoppers surveyed for
this study reported they had not also shopped in wet
markets during the previous three months. Asked
where they preferred to buy particular food items,
wet markets were more popular for fresh food
like meat, vegetables and fruits, aquatic products/
sea food, and bean products. On the other hand,
supermarkets were preferred for processed foods
including frozen food, bread/snacks, deli and other
items like dairy products and imported foods. Eggs
appear to be the only item where there seems to be
a split market (Figure 4), confirming the finding in
the earlier HCP survey (Table 4). From the perspective of the consumer, the supermarket and the
wet market therefore play complementary roles in
the food retailing system with an overlapping customer base and different foci on food items.

FIGURE 3: Sources of Main Food Items
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FIGURE 4: Food Purchase Preferences

The supermarket consumer survey also found that
47% of those who were buying fresh produce at
supermarkets when surveyed reported that they
actually preferred wet markets. A few Nanjing
households preferred to purchase fresh produce
from supermarkets mainly for the cleaner shopping environment and the convenience of onestop shopping provided by supermarkets. Some
consumers claimed that they did not often shop
in the supermarkets but just dropped in to look
around. Others were visiting Nanjing. One female
consumer said she was getting medical treatment
in Nanjing and would normally purchase food in
wet markets when she was in her hometown. A
few only shopped in the supermarkets because they
were given gift cards by their employers as holiday
perks. The 2015 HCP household survey found that
75% of respondents visited wet markets at least five
days a week, while only 18% visited supermarkets
at least five days a week (Si et al 2019). Chinese consumers rely on wet markets to meet their demand
for fresh supplies through frequent shopping rather
than storing a large quantity of food for a longer
time (Goldman 1999, Zhang and Pan 2013).

Supermarket and Wet Market
Co-Evolution
The arrival and expansion of the supermarket were
considered to provide a major impetus in the modernization of the retail system in China (Dong et
al 2006, Chuang et al 2011). To some extent, this
8

became the basis for the Chinese government’s
post-2000 drive to modernize agri-food supply
and logistic systems and to eliminate perceived
inefficiencies of the traditional market system. The
government program of “nong gai chao” aimed
at converting wet markets into supermarkets in
several large cities including Nanjing, Guangzhou
and Shenzhen from 2000 to 2004 (Maruyama et
al 2016). In 2003, the No.1 Central Document of
2004 issued by the Chinese Central Government
encouraged areas where conditions permitted to
convert urban farmers markets into supermarkets.
It also denoted support for leading agricultural
enterprises to open agricultural supermarkets in
cities and gradually extend the network to urban
communities (Chinese Central Government 2003).
Since then there has been a nationwide upsurge of
“nong gai chao”. This program was seen as evidence that supermarkets were taking place of wet
markets in China (Hu et al 2004).
Despite years of effort, the implementation of the
program has been painfully slow due to the high
cost of conversion as well as consumers’ preferences
for traditional wet markets rather than modern
supermarkets (Maruyama and Wu 2014, Chen et al
2013). About 80% of converted supermarkets suffered massive financial losses and failed to survive
in Nanjing (Huang 2005). Under these circumstances, the program of nong gai chao evolved into
nong jia chao in some cities; a policy of integrating
supermarkets into wet markets or upgrading the
shopping environment of wet markets to parallel
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supermarkets. In Nanjing and other cities including
Shanghai and Hangzhou, the program emphasizes
investing in infrastructure improvement of wet
markets in urban districts (Cui 2011).
The Nanjing Municipal Government has launched
four rounds of wet market upgrading, funded and
subsidized by public funds since 2007. From 2007
to 2014, the municipal and district-level governments of Nanjing invested about CNY156 million
(USD23.4 million) to support the upgrading of
293 wet markets. In 2017, the Nanjing Municipal
Government planned to upgrade 230 wet markets
by 2019, 36 of which received a subsidy of CNY13
million (USD2.1 million) in 2018. Each wet market
would get subsidies of USD58.90 to USD73.60
per square metre and 70% of their investment in
renovation, with intelligent electronic scales, food
traceability systems including standardized food

safety fast-detection room, transaction information screens, central air-conditioning, and WiFi
hotspots (Nanjing Bureau of Finance 2018, 2019).
These upgrades greatly enhanced the shopping
environment of wet markets to meet urban residents’ food demands.
Earlier studies argued that supermarkets would
inevitably dominate the food retail landscape
because they offered consumers an overall shopping
experience that includes food safety, food quality
and other services in order to build and protect
their brand capital (Boselie et al 2003). Others
pointed to the consumer preference for patronizing
multiple outlets. The consumer survey for this
study showed that supermarkets are generally seen
as a better shopping environment than wet markets
in terms of uniformity, floor cleanliness, odour and
lighting (Table 5). For example, over 90% said the

TABLE 5: Distribution of Wet Markets and Supermarkets with Different Degrees of Shopping
Environment Evaluation
Shopping
environment

Booth uniformity

Score

Description

63.4

4

Good

43.9

28.1

3

Not bad

23.2

6.1

2

Not good

11.0

2.4

1

Bad

2.4

0.0

100.0

100.0

5

Very good

11.0

57.3

4

Good

31.7

32.9

3

Not bad

31.7

8.6

2

Not good

23.2

1.2

1

Bad

2.4

0.0

100.0

100.0

5

Free of odour

11.0

53.7

4

Light

45.1

32.9

3

Not bad

31.7

11.0

2

Strong

11.0

2.4

1

Very strong

1.2

0.0

Total

Lighting

19.5

Very good

Total

Odour

Supermarkets
(%)

5

Total

Floor cleanliness

Wet markets
(%)

100.0

100.0

5

Very bright

20.7

63.4

4

Bright

36.6

29.3

3

Not bad

31.7

6.1

2

Less bright

9.8

1.2

1

Poor lighting

1.2

0.0

100.0

100.0

Total

9
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uniformity and cleanliness in supermarkets was
good/very good, that they were odour-free/light
odour, and that lighting was good/very good. The
equivalent percentages for wet markets were 63%
(booth uniformity), 43% (floor cleanliness), 56%
(odour) and lighting (57%). Only a small minority
thought that conditions in both were poor although
26% said floor cleanliness in wet markets was not
good/bad. No one rated supermarkets as “bad”
in any of the categories. That said, the perceived
environment of wet markets was far removed from
the stereotype of “dirty, disorderly and bad”, a
direct reflection of conditions post-renovation and
upgrades. More than three-quarters of the wet
markets got a score of 3 or higher, which conforms
their fair to middling environment. As the upgrade
of wet markets continues to be implemented, it is
plausible that the gap between wet markets and
supermarkets in terms of the shopping experience
would be further narrowed. The change from nong
gai chao to nong jia chao signals the persistence of traditional food outlets and the recognition of this by
the government.

Supermarket and Wet Market
Supply Chains
In contrast with the multilevel and fragmented
nature of traditional food supply chains, supermarket supply chains are considered to be more
integrated, efficient and cost-effective involving
direct contracts with farmers, and just-in-time
direct delivery to and from centralized companyowned distribution centers (Boselie et al 2003).
The rise of supermarkets was predicated on a ‘quiet
revolution’ in China’s food supply chains in certain respects, including modernizing cold storage
facilities, increasing food traceability, commercializing small farmers, and providing cheaper staples
(Reardon and Chen 2012).
The survey showed that the procurement and
retailing practices of supermarkets’ fresh produce
business in Nanjing are similar to that of wet
market vendors. The interviews with supermarket
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managers indicate that about 70% of stores procure fresh produce in cooperation with suppliers
who obtain large volumes of fresh produce from
wholesale markets or agents where the volumes
have already been aggregated by a large number of
traders. This is similar to the procurement practices of wet market vendors who procure either
from these suppliers or buy directly from wholesale
markets. These procurement suppliers are called
second-level wholesale agents, some of which are
themselves small and micro enterprises. Only 14%
of surveyed supermarket managers said they procured directly from producers. Most supermarkets
lack an integrated food supply chain and have been
incorporated into the existing supply chains. This
finding is consistent with the fresh vegetable supply
chains of supermarkets in other Chinese cities
(Zhang and Pan 2013).
Another important finding is that the categories of
fresh produce sold in supermarkets are very similar
to those in wet markets. Supermarkets draw on the
experience of wet markets to arrange sectors for
freshly cooked deli and pastry, loose rice (besides
packaged rice), and live aquatic products that can
be freshly killed on demand. A decade ago, these
foods were only sold within wet markets. This
move was interpreted as a strategy of projecting the
image of being like a wet market to attract a broader
spectrum of consumers (Reardon and Chen, 2012).
According to the policy of “fresh produce zones”
in supermarkets issued by the Nanjing Municipal
Government (2011), supermarkets are required to
reserve 20-30% of their existing area for fresh produce retail. This policy enhances supermarkets’ role
in the fresh food provisioning system within the
city and could also mitigate the negative impacts of
supermarkets on people’s diets, overnutrition, obesity and non-communicable diseases (NCDs) by
avoiding oversupply of unhealthy food (Zhong et al
2019b, Baker and Friel 2016, Demmler et al 2018).
Wet markets are considered to have an advantage
over other retail formats in fresh food by creating a sense of freshness desired and valued most
by consumers (Feng and Li 2008, He et al 2005,
Zhong et al 2019a, Zhou et al 2003). Two-thirds
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of supermarket managers interviewed believed that
their fresh food business was influenced by wet
markets, and almost 80% viewed wet markets as
competitors. Therefore, the supermarkets’ imitation of wet markets in constructing freshness and
the shopping environment not only proves the
competitive advantage of wet markets in the food
retail landscape of urban China but also makes
supermarkets “quasi wet markets”.

Conclusion
The transformation of the food retailing system
has a significant impact on the food security of
cites in the Global South. In this context, understanding the relationship between wet markets and
supermarkets becomes a fundamental premise for
effective food policies to facilitate food security and
food system sustainability. This study builds on
previous research that points out while food retail
shares through supermarkets have increased rapidly, supermarket-oriented food policies have not
significantly improved or even compromized the
level of food security (Crush et al 2019).
This paper revisits and challenges the existing
supermarket revolution model in China’s urban
context, based on a survey conducted in 2019
on supermarkets selling fresh produce and their
adjacent wet markets in Nanjing, China. The
survey results show that the supermarket and the
wet market play complementary roles in the food
retailing system with an overlapping customer base.
This complementary relationship is reflected in
their different focus on food items. Wet markets are
more popular destinations for fresh food like meat,
vegetables and fruits, and aquatic products/sea food,
while supermarkets have an advantage in processed
foods including frozen food, bread/snacks, deli and
other items like dairy products and imported foods.
Consistent with other studies this study confirms
that people tend to shop for processed food in
supermarkets but purchase fresh produce from wet
markets, suggesting that wet markets and supermarkets are complementary shopping choices rather

than competing ones for Chinese consumers. More
importantly, the supermarket and the wet market
have been co-evolving to meet consumers’ needs
for freshness and a better shopping experience. On
the one hand, supermarkets imitate wet markets
in fresh produce retailing. On the other hand, the
shopping environment in wet markets has been
greatly enhanced. Therefore, the initial differences
between the supermarket and the wet market have
become blurred, although they do not appear to
replace one another.
The resilience of wet markets in China is attested
in many studies (Cui 2011, Zhong et al 2019a) and
verified by this research. Yet, this paper argues that
the provision of lower prices and freshness is not
the only reason why wet markets persist in the face
of the pressure of supermarket expansion. Another
important but rarely discussed reason is that wet
markets have achieved systematic improvement
with policy support and urban planning. In many
Chinese cities, both the supermarket and the wet
market are endowed with the responsibility to
guarantee food security. In Nanjing, according to
a document issued by Nanjing Municipal Government, the city’s fresh produce supply is “a food
provisioning system based on wet markets complemented by supermarkets’ fresh produce zones and
direct-sale stores located within residential neighbourhoods” (Nanjing Municipal Government
2011). This highlights the complementary, rather
than leading, role allocated to supermarkets in fresh
produce supply.
The paper also demonstrates that, contrary to the
supermarket revolution model, the relationship
between the supermarket and the traditional food
outlet is non-linear. The dynamic relationship is
reflected in the change of the government’s program from nong gai chao (converting wet markets to
supermarkets) to nong jia chao (integrating supermarkets into wet markets). Although nong gai chao
was believed to be a sign of supermarkets taking the
place of wet markets in China, the policy change
to nong jia chao is not consistent with the model. As
an important embodiment of wet market resilience,
this transition of the state’s understanding of the
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relationship between wet markets and supermarkets adds greater nuance to the unilinear character
of the model and deserves more attention in future
research of supermarket expansion.
Three key policy implications can be drawn from
these results. First, this analysis suggests that the
complementary development of wet markets and
supermarkets helps to meet the cross-platform
shopping need of Chinese consumers. Nanjing
is a city close to “zero hunger” with a high level
of household food security (Si and Zhong 2018).
Therefore, it is important for policymakers to
recognize the possibility of the coevolution of the
supermarket and the wet market in other cities of
the Global South (Nickanor et al 2019). Investing
in coordinating the roles played by supermarkets,
wet markets and other potential traditional retail
formats could enhance the adaptability of the food
system to better meet diverse household food consumption needs.
Second, the consumer survey results show that
wet markets were more popular destinations for
fresh food than supermarkets. Meanwhile, it is evident that policy efforts in the form of subsidies for
renovation and facilities have greatly improved the
overall condition of wet markets in Nanjing. The
subsidies also contribute to lower prices of fresh
food sold in wet markets, which makes them more
affordable for price-sensitive consumers. Nevertheless, they are still outperformed in the shopping
environment and shopping conditions by supermarkets. Therefore, incorporating the construction
or improvement of wet markets as an essential component of the public infrastructure facilities could
be a viable entry point to improving the overall food
security in developing countries, especially among
the urban poor. Policies should continue to provide
support for the improvement of management, environment and services of wet markets.
Third, the wet market functions as a public service
and is a part of the social mechanism in urban planning. It ensures both the diversity of and an extensive network of food sources for fresh produce and
meat in every neighbourhood. It is important to
integrate the wet market with the development of
12

the city and the daily food needs of residents. When
uncertain events like the COVID-19 pandemic hit,
cities with food supply chains that depend more on
local food supply systems were able to adapt and
respond to most food insecurities (Si 2020). This
means that to improve the long-term resilience of
the food system, the development of diversified
food businesses through urban food system planning should be encouraged.

References
1.

Abrahams, C. (2009). “Transforming the Region:
Supermarkets and the Local Food Economy” African
Affairs 109 (434): 115-134.

2.

Asfaw, A. (2008). “Does Supermarket Purchase Affect
the Dietary Practices of Households? Some Empirical
Evidence from Guatemala” Development Policy Review
26: 227-243.

3.

Bai, J., Wahl, T. and McCluskey, J. (2008). “Consumer
Choice of Retail Food Store Formats in Qingdao,
China” Journal of International Food & Agribusiness
Marketing 20 (2): 89-109.

4.

Baker, P. and Friel, S. (2016). “Food Systems
Transformations, Ultra-Processed Food Markets and
the Nutrition Transition in Asia” Globalization and
Health 12, 80.

5.

Banwell, C., Kelly, M., Dixon, J., Seubsman, S. and
Sleigh, A. (2016). “Trust: The Missing Dimension in
the Food Retail Transition in Thailand” Anthropological
Forum 26 (2): 138-154.

6.

Battersby, J. (2019). “The Food Desert as a Concept
and Policy Tool in African Cities: An Opportunity and
a Risk” Sustainability 11 (2): 458.

7.

Boselie, D., Henson, S. and Weatherspoon, D. (2003).
“Supermarket Procurement Practices in Developing
Countries: Redefining the Roles of the Public and
Private Sectors” American Journal of Agricultural Economics
85: 1155-1161.

8.

Chen, Y., Cai, X. and Dai, J. (2013). “Evolution of the
Circulation Mode of Fresh Agriculture Products: From
Traditional Farmers Market to Fresh Supermarket”
China Business and Market 3: 19-23 (in Chinese).

9.

China Statistical Yearbook (2004). National Bureau of
Statistics of China, China Statistics Press, Beijing.

10.

China Statistical Yearbook (2019). National Bureau of
Statistics of China, China Statistics Press, Beijing.

11.

Chinese Central Government (2003). “Opinions
on Policies of Promoting to Increase Income for



REVISITING CHINA’S SUPERMARKET REVOLUTION: EVIDENCE FROM NANJING CITY
Farmers” At: http://www.gov.cn/test/2006-02/22/
content_207415.htm

25.

Chuang, M., Donegan, J., Ganon, M. and Wei, K.
(2011). “Walmart, Carrefour Experiences in China:
Resolving the Structural Paradox. Cross” Cultural
Management: An International Journal 18: 443-463.

Goldman, A., Krider, R. and Ramaswami, S. (1999).
“The Persistent Competitive Advantage of Traditional
Food Retailers in Asia: Wet Markets’ Continued
Dominance in Hong Kong” Journal of Macromarketing
19: 126-139.

26.

13.

Crush, J. and Frayne, B. (2011). “Supermarket
Expansion and the Informal Food Economy in
Southern African Cities: Implications for Urban Food
Security” Journal of Southern African Studies 37: 781-807.

Gorton, M., Sauer, J. and Supatpongkul, P. (2011).
“Wet Markets, Supermarkets and the “Big Middle”
for Food Retailing in Developing Countries: Evidence
from Thailand” World Development 39: 1624-1637.

27.

14.

Crush, J. and McCordic, C. (2017). The Hungry Cities
Food Purchases Matrix: A Measure of Urban Household
Food Security and Food System Interactions Hungry Cities
Discussion Paper No. 10.

Hawkes, C. (2008). “Dietary Implications of
Supermarket Development: A Global Perspective”
Development Policy Review 26: 657-692.

28.

He, J., Ji, Y. and Wu, H. (2005). “Consumer behavior
Mode of Fresh Food: Comparison of Supermarket and
Free Market of Agricultural Products” Journal of China
Agricultural University (Social Sciences Edition) 3: 67-71
(in Chinese).

29.

Hu, D., Reardon, T., Rozelle, S., Timmer, P. and
Wang, H. (2004). “The Emergence of Supermarkets
with Chinese Characteristics: Challenges and
Opportunities for China’s Agricultural Development”
Development Policy Review 22: 557-586.

30.

Huang, S. (2005). Study of the Free Market of Agricultural
Products Turning to Greengrocery Mechanism (Nanjing:
Nanjing Forestry University) (in Chinese).

12.

15.

Crush, J., Nickanor, N. and Kazembe, L. (2019).
“Informal Food Deserts and Household Food
Insecurity in Windhoek, Namibia” Sustainability 11(1):
37.

16.

Cui, B. (2011). “The Choice Behavior in Fresh Food
Retail Market: A Case Study of Consumers in China”
International Journal of China Marketing 2: 68-76.

17.

das Nair, R. (2018). “The Internationalisation of
Supermarkets and the Nature of Competitive Rivalry
in Retailing in Southern Africa” Development Southern
Africa 35: 315-333.

18.

Demmler, K., Ecker, O. and Qaim, M. (2018).
“Supermarket Shopping and Nutritional Outcomes:
A Panel Data Analysis for Urban Kenya” World
Development 102: 292-303.

31.

Humphrey, J. (2007). “The Supermarket Revolution
in Developing Countries: Tidal Wave of Tough
Competitive Struggle?” Journal of Economic Geography 7:
433-450.

19.

Dong, X., Bi, X. and Hu, D. (2006). “The Change of
Urban Agricultural Products Retail Market in China
and its Influence on Farmers” Rural Economy 2: 87-90
(in Chinese).

32.

Kimenju, S., Rischke, R., Klasen, S. and Qaim, M.
(2015). “Do Supermarkets Contribute to the Obesity
Pandemic in Developing Countries?” Public Health
Nutrition 18: 3224-3233.

20.

Feng, Z. and Li, Q. (2008). “Consumers’ Cognition
of Quality and Safety of Agricultural Product and its
Influencing Factors: Based on the Empirical Analysis
of Seven Provinces and Nine Cities in China” Journal of
China’s Rural Economy 1: 23-29 (in Chinese).

33.

Maruyama, M. and Trung, L. (2012). “Modern
Retailers in Transition Economies: The Case of
Vietnam” Journal of Macromarketing 32: 31-51.

34.

Maruyama, M. and Wu, L. (2014). “Quantifying
Barriers Impeding the Diffusion of Supermarkets
in China: The Role of Shopping Habits” Journal of
Retailing and Consumer Services 21: 383-393.

35.

Maruyama, M., Wu, L. and Huang, L. (2014)
“Multiple Store Patronage: The Effects of Store
Characteristics” Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services
21: 601-609.

36.

Maruyama, M., Wu, L. and Huang, L. (2016). “The
Modernization of Fresh Food Retailing in China: The
Role of Consumers” Journal of Retailing and Consumer
Services 30: 33-39.

37.

Nanjing Bureau of Finance (2018). “Circular on
Measures for the Management of Special Funds for the
Promotion and Upgrading of Wet Markets in Nanjing”
At: http://swj.nanjing.gov.cn/bsfw/swfg/201803/
t20180305_446789.html (in Chinese).

21.

22.

23.

24.

Frayne, B., Crush, J. and McCordic, C. (eds) (2018).
Food and Nutrition Security in Southern African Cities
(London: Routledge).
Geng, X., Chen, K., Wei, A. and Zhou, Y. (2017).
“Market Competition of Fresh Vegetables Between
Supermarket and Wet Market in China Based on
the Difference of Quality and Price” 9th ASAE
International Conference, Bangkok, Thailand.
Goldman, A. (2000). “Supermarkets in China: The
Case of Shanghai” The International Review of Retail,
Distribution and Consumer Research 10: 1-21.
Goldman, A. (2001). “The Transfer of Retail Formats
into Developing Economies: The Example of China”
Journal of Retailing 77: 221-242.

13

HUNGRY CITIES PARTNERSHIP

DISCUSSION PAPER NO. 43

38.

Nanjing Bureau of Finance (2019). “To Promote the
Upgrade of Wet Markets” At: http://czj.nanjing.gov.cn/
njsczj/201911/t20191114_1706922.html (in Chinese).

50.

Schipmann, C. and Qaim, M. (2011). “Modern Food
Retailers and Traditional Markets in Developing
Countries: Comparing Quality, Prices, and
Competition Strategies in Thailand” Applied Economic
Perspectives and Policy 33: 345-362.

39.

Nanjing Municipal Government (2011). “Opinions for
Enhancing the Construction of the Food Distribution
System and Ensuring the Stable Food Supply in the
Market” At: http://www.nanjing.gov.cn/zdgk/201202/
t20120229_1055724.html (in Chinese).

51.

Si, Z. (2020). “Lessons From China: Ensuring No
One Goes Hungry During Coronavirus Lockdowns”
At: https://theconversation.com/lessons-from-chinaensuring-no-one-goes-hungry-during-coronaviruslockdowns-135781

52.

Si, Z. and Zhong, T. (2018). The State of Household Food
Security in Nanjing, China HCP Report Series No. 9,
Hungry Cities Partnership, Waterloo and Cape Town.

53.

Ortega, D., Wang, H., Wu, L. and Hong, S. (2015).
“Retail Channel and Consumer Demand for Food
Quality in China” China Economic Review 36: 359-366.

Si, Z., Scott, S. and McCordic, C. (2019). “Wet
Markets, Supermarkets and Alternative Food Sources:
Consumers’ Food Access in Nanjing, China” Canadian
Journal of Development Studies 40: 78-96.

54.

Reardon, T. and Chen, K. (2012). The Quiet
Revolution in Staple Food Value Chains. Asian
Development Bank. At: http://ebrary.ifpri.org/
utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/127312/
filename/127523.pdf

Suryadarma, D., Poesoro, Madi, A., Budiyati,
S., Rosfadhila, M. and Suryahadi, A. (2010).
“Traditional Food Traders in Developing Countries
and Competition from Supermarkets: Evidence from
Indonesia” Food Policy 35: 79-86.

55.

44.

Reardon, T. and Gulati, A. (2008). The Rise of
Supermarkets and their Development Implications:
International Experience Relevant for India IFPRI
Discussion Paper No. 752, International Food Policy
Research Institute, Washington, DC.

Torres Salcido, G., del Roble Pensado Leglise, M.
and Smolski, A. (2015). “Food Distribution’s SocioEconomic Relationships and Public Policy: Mexico
City’s Municipal Public Markets” Development in Practice
25 (3): 293-305.

56.

45.

Reardon, T., Henson, S. and Berdegué, J. (2007).
“‘Proactive Fast-Tracking’ Diffusion of Supermarkets
in Developing Countries: Implications for Market
Institutions and Trade” Journal of Economic Geography 7:
399-431.

Tschirley, D., Reardon, T., Dolislager, M. and
Snyder, J. (2015). “The Rise of a Middle Class in East
and Southern Africa: Implications for Food System
Transformation” Journal of International Development 27:
628-646.

57.

Umberger, W., He, X., Minot, N. and Toiba, H.
(2015). “Examining the Relationship Between the Use
of Supermarkets and Over-Nutrition in Indonesia”
American Journal of Agricultural Economics 97: 510-525.

58.

Uncles, M. (2010). “Retail Change in China:
Retrospect and Prospects” International Review of Retail,
Distribution and Consumer Research 20:69-84.

59.

Wagner, J., Hinton, L., McCordic, C., Owuor, S.,
Capron, G. and Arellano, S. (2019). “Do Urban Food
Deserts Exist in the Global South? An Analysis of
Nairobi and Mexico City” Sustainability 11 (7): 1963.

40.

Nanjing Statistical Yearbook (2019). At:
http://221.226.86.104/file/2018/quxian/17-3.htm (in
Chinese).

41.

Nickanor, N., Kazembe, L. and Crush, J. (2019)
“The Informal Food Sector and Cohabitation with
Supermarkets in Windhoek, Namibia” Urban Forum 30:
425-442.

42.

43.

46.

47.

Reardon, T. and Hopkins, R. (2006). “The
Supermarket Revolution in Developing Countries:
Policies to Address Emerging Tensions Among
Supermarkets, Suppliers and Traditional Retailers”
European Journal of Development Research 18: 522-545.
Reardon, T. and Timmer, C. (2008). “The Rise of
Supermarkets in the Global Food System” In J. von
Braun and E. Diaz-Bonilla (eds.), Globalization of Food
and Agriculture and the Poor (India: OUP and IFPRI), pp.
189-214.

48.

Reardon, T., Timmer, C., Barrett, C. and Berdegué, J.
(2003). “The Rise of Supermarkets in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America” American Journal of Agricultural Economics
85: 1140-1146.

60.

Weatherspoon, D. and Reardon, T. (2003). “The Rise
of Supermarkets in Africa: Implications for Agrifood
Systems and the Rural Poor” Development Policy Review
21 (3): 333-355.

49.

Reardon, T., Timmer, C. and Minten, B. (2012).
“Supermarket Revolution in Asia and Emerging
Development Strategies to Include Small Farmers”
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 109:
12332-12337.

61.

Zhang, Q. and Pan, Z. (2013). “The Transformation
of Urban Vegetable Retail in China: Wet Markets,
Supermarkets and Informal Markets in Shanghai”
Journal of Contemporary Asia 43 (3): 497-518.

62.

Zhong, S., Crang, M. and Zeng, G. (2019a).

14



REVISITING CHINA’S SUPERMARKET REVOLUTION: EVIDENCE FROM NANJING CITY
“Constructing Freshness: The Vitality of Wet Markets
in Urban China” Agriculture and Human Values 37 (1):
175-185.

63.

Zhong, T., Si, Z., Crush, J., Huang, X., Scott, S. and
Zhang, X. (2019b). “Achieving Urban Food Security
Through a Public-Private Hybrid Food Provisioning
System: A Case Study of Nanjing, China” Food Security
11: 1071-1086.

64.

Zhong, T., Si, Z., Crush, J., Xu, Z., Huang, X.,
Scott, S., Tang, S. and Zhang, X. (2018). “The Impact
of Proximity to Wet Markets and Supermarkets on
Household Dietary Diversity in Nanjing City, China”
Sustainability 10 (5): 1465.

65.

Zhou, Y., Lu, L. and Geng, X. (2003). “The Change
of the Fresh Food Purchasing Channels and its Trend:
An Investigation on Why Consumers in Nanjing
Select” Journal of Chinese Distribution Economics 4: 13-17
(in Chinese).

15

