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Trends Facing Wholesale Distribution in 2021

Wholesale Distribution has had to grapple with a lot of challenges in 
the last five years, including greater competition, maintaining profit-
ability in a high volume and thin margin space, and keeping up with 
the rapidly changing demands of their customers.

The disruption to the supply chain in 2020 forced wholesalers to 
adapt for business continuity. But this has also accelerated the up-
take of technical solutions to approach these sector-wide problems. 

2021 and beyond are expected to bring even more challenges, with 
Brexit, and further evolution of the Traditional Wholesale business 
model. In order for wholesalers to meet these challenges, what dis-
ruptive trends should they look for, and seek to take advantage of?

1. Brexit

The regulatory impact of Brexit has defined the landscape for whole-
sale organisations in 2021. Distributors will need to adapt in order to 
comply with any new rules that might impact supply, logistics and 
more. They will also have to keep on top of the costs incurred by these 
changes.

There are a number of new factors to consider: 

• Imports and exports to and from the UK require formal transaction 
declarations and documentation.

• Labelling certifications.
• Import tax and tariffs while trading with EU countries.
• Sector specific standards, such as food and drink standards, which 

have to be maintained. 

Because of the traditionally thin margins in the Wholesale sector,  
businesses can’t afford uncertainty in the supply chain. With the regu-
latory demands of Brexit, having access to critical business informa-
tion, including  transactions, financials, and automation, will be vital 
to success in 2021. A digital solution that standardises this data, and 
successfully integrates Supply, Finance, Logistics, and Human Capital 
will be crucial to maintaining smooth operations and a competitive 
advantage.



2. Hybridisation

The Wholesale Distribution industry has become increasingly competi-
tive. In recent years, incursions by large players such as Amazon in the 
B2B space and their ability to leverage their digital expertise and faster 
to-market advantage over traditional wholesalers, has forced distributors 
to expand their services to compete. 

The need for reliability, speed, personalisation and low prices has put 
immense pressure on wholesalers. We’ve seen various diversification 
efforts, including the establishing of new routes to market, new services, 
and a complete evolution of the traditional wholesale model. We expect 
the lines between manufacturing, retail, and traditional wholesale, will 
continue to narrow in 2021. 

The hybridisation of these fundamentally different business functions 
requires greater connectivity  across the organisation, which can only 
be delivered by digital solutions. Accordingly, we will see more and more 
businesses turn to technology in order to achieve this. 

3. A Consumer-based Approach

As many organisations have faced a number of different wholesale mod-
els to adjust to, many are being led wholeheartedly by the consumer. 

The direct-to-consumer approach is an example. Continuing shifts in 
consumer engagement and the exponential growth in technology usage, 
from mobile apps to social media, have driven customer expectations to 
an all-time high. 

Distributors are increasingly focused on delivering a service that prioritis-
es customer convenience. Omnichannel marketing provides the custom-
er a seamless, flexible, and integrated buyer journey, and it has become 
increasingly pivotal as more traditional methods of marketing become 
obsolete overtime. 

As part of their omnichannel marketing strategies, businesses are offer-
ing more and more services to differentiate themselves, such as  techni-
cal services, warranty services, new rich features and more, all of which 
are in turn being enabled by the digitisation of business. 

4. The Expansion of Automation 

Wholesalers are increasingly recognising the importance of digital solu-
tions that are not only integrating their core business functions, but also 
maximising their efficiency.

To give an important example, Operational Procurement is made easier 
by automating the end-to-end procurement processes that extend to the 
entire business ecosystem, including partners, suppliers, and customers.  
There are other improvements to Wholesale processes, such as:

• Quotes to cash, where administrative costs are reduced by automat-
ing transactional processes.

• Warehouse management, where times to-market are reduced thanks 
to improved shipping accuracy, increased productivity and less paper-
work.



• Finance, where reconciliation is centralised, data accuracy is im-
proved, offline processes are removed, avoiding the potential for 
errors.

Overall, wholesalers are driving productivity thanks to, improved logistics, 
resource allocation, process automation, and removing redundant pro-
cess steps. This means better strategy and decision-making.

5. The Growth of Business Intelligence 
 
In addition to automation, wholesalers are also leveraging predictive 
business intelligence and analytics to optimise their business pro-
cesses. With readily accessible insights in real time, they become 
agile, and are able to react faster to market disruption or slowdowns. 
Leading analytics platforms are enabling intelligent enterprises, by 
democratising insights across the organisation, giving wholesalers 
insights on data from anywhere within the business. 

Taking Procurement as an example, analytics allow distributors to 
take  advantage of special buying and load-building opportunities.  An-
alytics empowers purchasing decisions, reduces the costs of goods 
sold, increases buyer productivity and informed decision making. 

In Supply Chain Management, Business Intelligence also gives de-
tailed forecasts by leveraging demand sensing which allows organisa-
tions to prepare for supply and demand volatility. This prevents stock 
obsoletion and the inability to meet demands due to shortages, and 
instead, drives Intelligent Inventory Management. 

Reporting becomes a cinch, and acting on the immediate and long-
term needs of the sector becomes all easier, unlocking the true poten-
tial of the organisation.

Final Thoughts

The challenges facing wholesale distribution are at their core, the 
same as they’ve always been. Staying competitive, improving times-
to-market, raising profitability, contending with thin margins and 
answering consumer demands, remain fundamental goals for the 
sector. 

There’s no question that digitalisation continues to drive innovation 
in the sector, but with so many solutions available today, what is the 
best for your organisation? INSIGHT for Wholesale Distribution is an 
out-of-the-box solution that makes enterprise resource planning and 
business intelligence accessible to rapidly growing wholesale organi-
sations.  
  
In April, we’ll be hosting an On Demand Webinar, where we’ll be speak-
ing with industry experts about how digitalisation is changing the 
Wholesale Distribution landscape. We’ll also be showcasing how you 
can navigate the complex and competitive road in 2021 with INSIGHT 
for Wholesale Distribution. Until then, stay tuned for all new content 
that will be released to our Wholesale Distribution webpage: https://
www.clarivos.com/special-events/insight-for-wholesale-distribution


