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Abstract
The development of digital marketplaces such as Shopee, Tokopedia, and TikTok Shop has posed serious challenges for small retail businesses, including in the city of Medan. This study aims to describe the marketing strategies applied by small retailers in the face of such competition. The approach used is descriptive qualitative with data collection techniques through in-depth interviews, observations, and documentation of five small retail stores in Medan. The results show that the most effective strategies include WhatsApp-based delivery services, social media utilization, customer loyalty programs, and local community approaches. Stores that implement adaptive strategies experience an increase in turnover of up to 35%, while stores that do not innovate tend to stagnate. Small retailers still have a competitive advantage in terms of emotional closeness, flexibility of service, and quick response to customers. This study concludes that the key to the success of small retail lies in the combination of a simple digital marketing strategy and a locality-based relational approach. Support from the government and the business community is urgently needed to improve digital literacy and the competitiveness of small retailers in the digital era.
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INTRODUCTION 
In recent years, the development of digital technology has significantly changed the business landscape, including in the retail sector. The emergence of various marketplaces such as Tokopedia, Shopee, Lazada, and TikTok Shop has provided its own challenges for small retail businesses in various regions (Ramadhan, n.d.). Marketplace offers a variety of conveniences such as a secure payment system, massive promotions, and a wide market reach (Maghfiroh, 2024). This has led many consumers to switch from physical stores to online platforms to meet their needs. As a result, many small retail stores in Medan City have experienced a drastic decline in sales. Even so, small retail businesses still have a chance to survive and grow if they are able to implement the right marketing strategy. This strategy must be able to answer the challenges of digitalization and maintain existing consumer loyalty. The city of Medan as one of the largest metropolitan cities outside Java Island has quite unique market characteristics. The people of Medan are known for their high loyalty to local products, but they are also starting to be tech-literate and actively transact in the marketplace.
One of the interesting cases came from the "Sinar Rezeki" Shop, a grocery store and daily necessities in the Glugur Darat area, East Medan. This store almost closed in early 2023 due to declining turnover due to the invasion of online stores. However, with an innovative and adaptive marketing strategy, the store managed to rise and is now one of the successful examples of small retailers that are able to compete. The "Sinar Rezeki" store began to implement community-based marketing. They build an emotional closeness with customers through WhatsApp-based delivery services and social media. Customers are also given a membership system with special discounts and a points system that can be exchanged for products. Locality-based marketing strategies are key to their success. Sinar Rezeki utilizes customer data in a simple way, such as recording the customer's birthday and giving special discounts or small gifts as a form of attention. On the other hand, this store also started selling its products through the marketplace platform, but still prioritized the advantages of personal service that cannot be offered by large marketplaces. This becomes a significant differentiation. The experience of Sinar Rezeki shows that small retailers in Medan City can still exist if they are able to utilize marketing strategies that are in accordance with local conditions and consumer characteristics. However, not all small retail stores have enough capacity and understanding to develop this kind of strategy. There are still many business actors in Medan who rely on conventional methods and are reluctant to make changes. In addition to Sinar Rezeki, there is also the "Alfamandiri" Store, which was originally just a small grocery store in the Jalan Setia Budi area. They transformed into a mini modern retail store by combining offline and online strategies through the Instagram and TikTok platforms. They create engaging daily content, such as quick cooking tips using products available in stores, as well as leveraging local influencers to promote their merchandise. Within six months, the number of customers increased dramatically, even coming from outside the sub-district where the store was located. This phenomenon shows the importance of adapting to digital marketing trends for small retail business people. Marketplaces are not only competitors, but can also be used as additional distribution channels if managed properly. Modern marketing is no longer just about product promotion, but touches on aspects of customer experience, emotional closeness, and the use of customer data on a small scale. Small retailers need to see these changes as opportunities, not threats.
The challenges faced by small retailers in Medan City are also related to low digital literacy and limited resources. Many business actors do not have special staff to handle social media or digital promotion. This is where the role of training and mentoring from local governments and the business community becomes important. With the right support, small business actors in Medan can develop effective marketing strategies and be able to survive in the midst of the onslaught of the marketplace. Data from the Medan City Trade Office shows that around 68% of small business actors in the retail sector have experienced a decrease in turnover since the rise of marketplace use, but around 22% of them began to show an increase after implementing a simple digital marketing strategy. This shows a positive correlation between the understanding of modern marketing strategies and the sustainability of small retail businesses. Therefore, it is important to conduct an in-depth study of effective strategies in a local context such as the city of Medan. This study tries to dig deeper into the marketing strategies that have been implemented by small retailers in Medan, both successful and unsuccessful, to find patterns that can be used as a reference by other business actors. In this case, local marketing is one of the relevant approaches. This approach emphasizes understanding the culture, customs, and characteristics of the community around the business location.
In addition, an omnichannel strategy is also key. Combining the power of a physical store with a digital presence allows customers to enjoy the flexibility of shopping, while still feeling a personal touch (Suhardiman et al., 2023). Small stores that are able to collaborate with other MSME actors also show positive results. For example, by providing products from local artisans and promoting them together, they are able to expand the market while strengthening their business network. Community-based marketing innovations, the use of local social media, and an empathy-based service approach are aspects that determine success in facing competition with marketplaces (Rachim, 2025). Therefore, it is necessary to have a deep understanding of the dynamics of the local market in Medan City, as well as the development of marketing strategies that are contextual and applicable to small retailers. Through this research, it is hoped that marketing strategy formulation can be found that is not only relevant, but also practical and can be applied by various types of small retail businesses in Medan and other areas with similar characteristics.

LITERATURE REVIEW 
1. Definition of Marketing Strategy
A marketing strategy is a comprehensive plan designed to achieve marketing goals by setting target markets, marketing mixes, and product positioning (Kotler, n.d.). In the context of a small retail business, marketing strategy includes not only product promotion, but also how to build long-term relationships with customers through a relevant and personalized approach.

2. Small Retail Business
A small retail business is a type of business that provides consumer goods directly to the end consumer with a relatively small operational scale (Rahman, 2024). These businesses are usually run independently or family-owned, have limited capital, and face challenges from large-scale competitors and digital marketplaces (Syah Abadi Mendrofa et al., 2025).

3. Marketplace as a Competitor
Marketplace is a digital platform that brings together sellers and buyers in one internet-based system. Large marketplaces such as Tokopedia, Shopee, and Lazada have strengths in terms of massive promotions, massive discounts, and efficient integration of logistics systems (Oktaviani et al., 2025). Their presence has shifted consumer shopping patterns from offline to online, which is a tough challenge for small retailers.

4. Changes in Consumer Behavior
According to the report (Curtis et al., 2022), consumers in Indonesia are increasingly accustomed to online shopping. They prioritize convenience, cheap prices, and user reviews before purchasing. This has a direct impact on the decrease in visits to physical stores, including in Medan City. Small retailers are required to be more adaptive to these behavioral changes.

5. Local Marketing
Local-based marketing is a strategy that emphasizes a personalized approach to customers around the business location. This approach includes understanding local culture, shopping habits, and surrounding communities (Baker, 2017). Small retailers can excel with the advantages of personalized service, social closeness, and flexibility in serving customers directly.

6. Digital Marketing for SMEs
Digital marketing has become a necessity, even for small-scale businesses. Strategies such as the use of social media, instant messaging apps (WhatsApp Business), and local e-commerce have proven effective in reaching a wider market (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019). In a study by the Indonesian E-Commerce Association (idEA (Indonesian E-Commerce Association)., 2021), more than 45% of MSMEs that switch to digital experience an increase in turnover in the first six months.

7. Omnichannel Marketing Concept
Omnichannel marketing combines the customer experience in an integrated way across both online and offline channels. According to (Verhoef et al., 2015), this strategy is able to create a more consistent customer experience and increase loyalty. Small retailers in Medan can utilize physical stores as showrooms while marketing products online to reach a wider range of consumers.

8. Customer Loyalty and Experience
Today's customers are not only looking for products, but also a pleasant shopping experience. Customer loyalty can be built through good service, rewards, and emotional relationships (Grönroos, 2007). Small retailers have a great opportunity in this regard because they are more flexible in establishing direct relationships with their consumers.

METHOD 
1. Approaches and Types of Research
This study uses a descriptive qualitative approach, because it aims to describe in depth the marketing strategies applied by small retail business actors in Medan City in facing competition with the digital marketplace (Rukin, 2019). This approach allows researchers to holistically dig into data on phenomena that occur in the field through observation, interviews, and documentation.

2. Research Location
This research was carried out in the city of Medan, North Sumatra. The location was chosen purposively because the city of Medan is one of the largest trade centers outside of Java, with a fairly high growth of the retail business, but also facing great pressure from the development of the digital marketplace.

3. Subjects and Objects of Research
· The subjects of the study are small retail business actors who are still actively running their businesses in the city of Medan.
· The object of the research is the marketing strategy applied by the business actor to survive and compete with the marketplace platform.

4. Informant Selection Techniques
Informants were selected by purposive sampling with the following criteria:
· Be the owner or manager of a small retail store that has been established for at least the last 2 years.
· Have experienced the direct impact of competition with the marketplace (e.g. decreased turnover, changes in consumer behavior, etc.).
· Willing to be interviewed and provide the required data.
5. Data Collection Techniques
The data collection technique is carried out through (Jogiyanto Hartono, 2018):
· In-depth interviews: to obtain information about the marketing strategies implemented, changes made, and experience in dealing with marketplace competition.
· Field observation: to observe marketing activities in the store directly, such as forms of service, promotions on social media, and interactions with customers.
· Documentation: collects secondary data such as brochures, the store's social media content, turnover data (if available), as well as visual documentation of the store and its marketing activities.

6. Research Instruments
The main instrument in this study is the researcher himself, in accordance with a qualitative approach. However, researchers also used interview guidelines, observation guidelines, and field notes to maintain the accuracy and consistency of the data collected.

7. Data Analysis Techniques
Data are analyzed using a model (Miles & Huberman, 1992) which consists of three main stages, namely:
· Data reduction: filtering and summarizing important data from interviews and observations.
· Data presentation: compiling data in the form of narratives, tables, or matrices to facilitate conclusion drawn.
· Conclusions/verification: discovering key patterns, themes, and strategies used by small retailers to compete with marketplaces.

8. Data Validity
To maintain the validity and validity of the data, several techniques are used:
· Source triangulation: comparing information from various informants and documentation data.
· Member check: reconfirm the results of the interview to the informant to ensure the correctness of the data.
· Peer debriefing: discussion with peers or supervisors to get input on data interpretation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
1. Marketing Strategies Implemented by Small Retailers in Medan
From the results of interviews with the five informants, it was found that each store developed a different marketing strategy, but there was a general pattern in its approach. The following table summarizes the most dominant marketing strategies:

Table 1. Small Retail Marketing Strategy in Medan City

	Yes
	Store Name
	Key Marketing Strategies
	Platforms Used
	Effectiveness

	1
	The Ray of Sustenance
	WhatsApp delivery service, customer loyalty program
	Copyright © 2019 T
	High (20% increase in turnover)

	2
	Alpha Independent
	Daily video content, weekly promos, local influencer endorsements
	Instagram, TikTok
	High (35% increase in customers)

	3
	Aminah Jaya
	Community discounts, shopping coupon programs
	WhatsApp, a local banner
	Medium (high customer loyalty)

	4
	Our Hope
	Collaboration with local MSMEs, pre-order services for unique goods
	Facebook, WA groups
	Medium (stable transaction volume)

	5
	Rose
	Store redesign, visual rebranding (store colors/logos)
	Digitally inactive
	Low (no significant improvement)



 Source: Results of interviews and field observations, 2025.

Information:
· Effectiveness is measured based on the increase in turnover or number of customers over the past 6 months.
· "High" indicates a growth in turnover or customers >20%.
· "Medium" is between 5–20%, while "Low" is <5% or stagnant.
The results of the study show that small retail business actors in Medan City have begun to implement various adaptive marketing strategies in dealing with the pressure of the digital marketplace. The strategy includes WhatsApp-based delivery services, customer loyalty programs, creative promotional content through social media, and cooperation between local business actors. This strategy is in line with modern marketing concepts that prioritize customer engagement and relational value (Kotler, n.d.). Research by (Srirejeki, 2016) found that MSMEs that apply a social media-based digital approach are able to increase market reach by up to 40% in one year. This is also seen in Toko Alfamandiri which uses TikTok and Instagram content to expand its market. This strategy reinforces opinions (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019) which emphasizes the importance of digital presence as part of a small business' competitive advantage. Thus, small retailers who are able to combine conventional strategies (such as customer proximity) with digital marketing techniques have a greater chance of surviving and thriving.

2. Response to the Marketplace
All informant stores stated that they felt the direct impact of the presence of large marketplaces such as Shopee, Tokopedia, and TikTok Shop. The main impact is the decrease in the number of physical store visits, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic and the massive promotion of free shipping in the marketplace. However, some business actors have managed to change their strategy from seeing the marketplace as a threat to an opportunity:
· Alfamandiri and Sinar Rezeki stores have started to list some of their products on the marketplace, but still maintain personal relationships with local customers.
· Toko Mawar, on the other hand, is still reluctant to take advantage of digital platforms so that it stagnates.

Marketplaces have become a dominant force in the modern commerce landscape. However, not all small retailers see the presence of marketplaces as a threat. Some, such as Sinar Rezeki and Alfamandiri, see it as a new opportunity to expand product distribution. According to (Ausat et al., 2025), technology adaptation in the form of an omnichannel strategy is an effective approach for MSMEs to remain relevant. This is consistent with what Sinar Rezeki does, which sells products both offline and through digital platforms, while maintaining the uniqueness of personalized service. Marketplaces do offer advantages in efficiency and reach. However, small businesses can still excel in the aspect of emotional connection, as stated by (Grönroos, 2007), which emphasizes the importance of interaction between people in creating long-term loyalty.

3. Advantages of Small Retail That Marketplace Doesn't Have
Based on observations and interviews, there are a number of unique selling points of small retailers compared to marketplaces, as shown in the following table:

Table 2. Advantages of Small Retail Compared to Marketplace

	Aspects
	Small Retail
	Marketplace

	Emotional Closeness
	High – customers are familiar with the owner
	Low – transactions without personal interaction

	Service Flexibility
	High – can negotiate price and delivery
	Low – depending on the standard system

	Delivery Time
	Fast – can be delivered in a matter of hours
	Average 1–3 days depending on courier

	Complaint Response
	Immediately responded by the store owner
	Must go through a customer service system

	Community Support
	It can be a place for interaction with local residents
	No social/communal function


Source: Field observations and informant statements, 2025.

Small retailers have a number of unique advantages that are difficult for marketplaces to replicate, such as emotional closeness to customers, flexibility in service, and speed of response to local consumer needs. Stores that are able to take advantage of this social closeness tend to have more loyal customers, as shown by Toko Aminah Jaya and Harapan Kita. Research by (Rajagukguk & Simanjuntak, 2025) reinforcing these findings. They stated that customer loyalty to traditional stores remains high in urban areas that have strong community ties. Trust, personalized service, and social interaction are the main factors that cannot be replaced by marketplace algorithms. Therefore, a community-based marketing strategy is the right approach to retain customers who are sensitive to social interaction and local values.

4. Obstacles Faced by Small Retailers
Although some stores have started to implement a good marketing strategy, they still face a number of obstacles, including:
· Lack of digital literacy: Store owners are not yet accustomed to using marketplace apps, social media, or simple analytics tools.
· Limited human resources: Stores are usually run by only the owner and 1–2 employees, making it difficult to divide time between operations and marketing.
· Limited capital for promotions: Not all stores are able to do big promotions or influencer endorsements.
· There is still a dependence on the old (conventional) way: Some business actors are reluctant to try new things because they are afraid of failure or feel inadequate.

Although there are stores that have successfully adapted, most small retailers in Medan still face major obstacles in implementing digital marketing strategies. Lack of digital literacy, limited capital, and operational burden are the main obstacles that make innovation difficult to carry out consistently. Research by (Jati & Sudrajat, 2025) shows that more than 60% of MSMEs outside Java still experience significant barriers in the use of digital technology due to a lack of training and mentoring. This reinforces the importance of support from local governments and MSME companion institutions to provide applicable and sustainable training. In addition, limited human resources and lack of time to manage promotions are a big challenge. Therefore, collaboration with the younger generation who are more technologically literate can be a strategic solution for the sustainability of small retail businesses.

5. Changes After Implementation of New Strategy
The results of the implementation of adaptive marketing strategies are significant, especially in the two main stores of the case study. Here's a summary of the data before and after the strategy was executed:

Table 3. The Impact of Marketing Strategy on Business Performance

	Shop
	Before Turnover (Rp/mo)
	Turnover After (Rp/mo)
	Percentage Increase
	Note

	The Ray of Sustenance
	IDR 18,000,000
	IDR 21,600,000
	+20%
	Customer loyalty increases

	Alpha Independent
	IDR 12,000,000
	IDR 16,200,000
	+35%
	Addition of subscribers from TikTok content

	Aminah Jaya
	IDR 10,500,000
	IDR 11,500,000
	+9.5%
	Active local communities

	Our Hope
	IDR 14,000,000
	IDR 14,500,000
	+3.5%
	Stable, but not yet optimal in promotion

	Rose
	IDR 11,000,000
	IDR 11,050,000
	+0.45%
	No digital marketing innovation



Source: Estimated data from interviews and recaps of store owners, 2025.

	The implementation of adaptive marketing strategies has turned out to have a positive impact on business performance. Significant increase in turnover as experienced by Toko Alfamandiri (+35%) and Sinar Rezeki (+20%) proves that a simple but consistent digital approach can provide tangible results. This is in line with a study by (Syukri & Sunrawali, 2022), which found that MSMEs that actively use social media and customer-based marketing systems experienced an average increase in sales of 18–30% within 6 months. However, it should be noted that this success depends on the suitability of the strategy with the characteristics of the local market. Toko Mawar, which does not innovate, actually shows stagnation, even though it has the potential for a strategic location. This suggests that success in retail marketing is not only determined by location or product factors, but also by strategic approaches and adaptations to changing consumer behavior.
CONCLUSION 
This research shows that small retail businesses in Medan City still have a considerable opportunity to survive and develop in the midst of the onslaught of the digital marketplace, as long as they are able to implement marketing strategies that are adaptive and relevant to the characteristics of local consumers. While marketplace platforms offer advantages in terms of promotion, ease of transaction, and wide reach, small retailers have more value in terms of emotional closeness, flexibility of service, and social relationships with customers. Stores such as Sinar Rezeki and Alfamandiri have proven that the combination of traditional and digital approaches such as WhatsApp-based delivery services, social media promotions, and creative and consistent content can increase turnover and expand customer reach. The success of this strategy not only has an economic impact, but also strengthens social ties within local communities. Conversely, stores that have not innovated or remain dependent on conventional marketing methods tend to stagnate or even decline in business performance. The main obstacles faced by small retailers in Medan City include low digital literacy, limited human resources, and lack of access to modern marketing training. From these findings, it can be concluded that the success of small retail marketing is not determined by the amount of capital or technological luxury, but by the extent to which business actors are able to understand the local market, build strong relationships with customers, and utilize digital channels effectively. A humanistic, adaptive, and community-based approach to marketing has proven to be the main key in facing competition with marketplaces.
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