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In 2023, China's apparel exports fell by 9.7% year-on-year to approximately US$164 billion, though China still accounted for about 31.6% of global clothing exports (Sheng Lu, 2024). Meanwhile, competitor nations such as Vietnam and India are rapidly integrating digital platforms into their supply chains. For example, 44% of Vietnamese enterprises had an active website in 2023, while 90% of Indian MSMEs now accept online payments, with 73% reporting business growth following digital adoption. This puts many Chinese apparel SMEs, which lag behind in digital maturity, at increasing risk of being undercut or bypassed in global value chains.
Amid rising trade tensions, increased tariffs, and eroding low-cost labour advantages, many global buyers have shifted orders to countries such as Vietnam, Bangladesh, and India（Yi, H.,et al.,2021). Large Chinese corporations have responded by relocating manufacturing overseas, but most SMEs lack the funding, technological infrastructure, and managerial capacity to do so(Huang, Q. and Kumarasinghe, P.J. 2024). Consequently, these firms face a critical dilemma: how to sustain competitiveness and growth under mounting global and domestic pressures.
China's 14th Five-Year Plan for National Informatization and broader "Digital Economy" initiative position digital infrastructure as the foundation of national modernisation, aiming to increase the digital economy's GDP share from 7.8% (2020) to 10% by 2025 (Ren, R. and Chen, H. 2022). Despite these favourable policies, apparel SMEs face pressing strategic decisions in their digital transformation journey. Executives must determine where and how to invest limited resources—whether to prioritise Alibaba, TikTok, or other platforms for B2B engagement; whether to internalise digital marketing capabilities or outsource them; and how to measure ROI when financial and human resources are constrained(Li, L., et al.,2018).
Digital transformation integrates digital technologies across business functions, reshaping processes, products, and customer relationships (Vial, 2019). Through tools such as e-commerce, social media, and data analytics, it enhances operational efficiency while fostering customer satisfaction and loyalty (Zhao et al., 2024;Cheng et al., 2023). However, SMEs frequently struggle to leverage these tools effectively, particularly in developing economies where resource limitations, technological complexity, and skills gaps persist (Warokka, A. et al. 2020;Brink, 2017). China's apparel SMEs are therefore at a pivotal juncture. While policy frameworks encourage digital adoption, many firms still face obstacles including lack of managerial expertise, insufficient funding, and uncertainty over which platforms yield the best returns (Andersson & Wikström, 2017).
Nevertheless, digital marketing offers significant opportunities for SMEs to enhance competitiveness by engaging stakeholders, optimising resource allocation, and delivering tailored customer experiences (Kannan, P.K. and Li, H.A. 2017; Busca et al., 2020). For global markets, platforms like LinkedIn, TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, and Alibaba allow SMEs to extend their international reach whilst maintaining cost efficiency (Ooi et al., 2023). Yet the key challenge remains: how can Chinese apparel SME leaders allocate scarce resources across digital channels to achieve measurable, sustainable competitiveness? This unresolved question forms the central business problem this research seeks to address(Andersson, S., et al.,2024). 
Theoretical Framework
Grounded in Barney’s (1991) resource-based view (RBV), this study examines how internal resources and capabilities generate competitive advantage—an especially relevant lens for SMEs operating under resource constraints. RBV posits that advantage arises from leveraging valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources, spanning both tangible assets (e.g., technology infrastructure) and intangible assets (e.g., marketing expertise, brand equity). Extending this logic, Maiti et al. (2020) propose a resource-based linear-programming model to optimize resources in small innovative enterprises, combining RBV with dynamic capabilities—particularly useful in early life-cycle stages to build advantage. Similarly, Malhotra et al. (2024) apply RBV across management practices (e.g., marketing, strategy) to enhance profitability and strengthen firms’ preparedness for uncertainty. Taken together, these insights provide a robust analytical basis for understanding how China’s apparel SMEs can marshal scarce digital resources—data, platforms, analytics skills, and brand assets—to implement effective digital marketing strategies and secure durable competitive advantage(Saura, J.R. 2021).
The Technology–Organisation–Environment (TOE) framework, originally developed by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990), is one of the most widely applied theoretical models for explaining organisational technology adoption. The framework posits that a firm’s adoption of new technologies is shaped by three interrelated contextual dimensions: technological, organisational, and environmental factors. Its strength lies in offering a holistic perspective that integrates internal capabilities with external pressures, making it particularly relevant for analysing technology adoption in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which typically operate under resource constraints. 
Within the technological context, TOE focuses on the characteristics of the technology itself, including perceived usefulness, ease of use, compatibility, cost, complexity, and security. Prior studies generally find that technologies perceived as simple, compatible with existing systems, and offering clear relative advantages are more likely to be adopted by SMEs. However, evidence from developing and resource-constrained contexts is mixed. Nautwima et al. (2025) show that while technological factors such as cost and complexity are frequently cited as major barriers in practice, they may not always exhibit a statistically significant direct effect on adoption decisions. This suggests that technological readiness alone is insufficient to explain adoption outcomes in SMEs operating in weak infrastructural and institutional environments, highlighting the importance of contextual moderation within the TOE framework.
The organisational context refers to internal firm characteristics that influence adoption, including top management support, organisational culture, financial resources, skills, and structural flexibility(Tiziana, R. and Francesco, B. 2021). The literature consistently identifies organisational factors as critical enablers of technology adoption, particularly in SMEs where leadership commitment and internal readiness compensate for limited resources. Nautwima et al. (2025) provide strong empirical support for this view, demonstrating that managerial support, organisational adaptability, and internal capabilities exert a significant positive influence on technology adoption among SMEs (Kallmuenzer, et al.,2024). These findings reinforce the argument that organisational readiness often outweighs purely technological considerations, especially in developing economies where firms must rely heavily on internal decision-making capacity and leadership vision.
The environmental context captures external forces such as competitive pressure, government regulation, industry norms, and external support from institutions, donors, or technology providers. Prior research shows inconsistent findings regarding environmental effects, with some studies reporting strong positive influences and others finding weak or insignificant relationships. Nautwima et al. (2025) help resolve this contradiction by demonstrating that environmental factors can positively influence SME technology adoption, particularly through competitive pressure and external support mechanisms. However, they also emphasise that bureaucratic inefficiencies, fragmented policies, and weak communication channels can dilute the effectiveness of such support, suggesting that environmental drivers are highly context-dependent rather than universally enabling.
Overall, the TOE framework has proven to be a robust and flexible model for studying technology adoption across diverse settings. Nevertheless, the literature highlights important contextual limitations. Most TOE-based studies have been conducted in developed or emerging economies with relatively stable infrastructure, limiting generalisability to low-resource environments. Nautwima et al. (2025) address this gap by validating the TOE framework in a developing-country SME context, showing that organisational and environmental factors play a more decisive role than technological factors alone. This underscores the need for context-sensitive applications of TOE and supports its use as a diagnostic rather than deterministic framework for understanding SME digital transformation challenges(Aagerup, U., et al.,2022).
B2B relationship marketing emphasizes long-term value through trust, commitment, and mutual adaptation(Morgan, R. M., & Hunt, S. D. ,1994). Customer data underpins this: integrated CRM and analytics reveal needs, profitability, and risk, enabling tailored content, cadence, and offers. Engagement occurs across touchpoints—email, portals, social, and service—co-creating solutions that raise switching costs, improve loyalty, and accelerate repeat purchases(Dwyer, F.et al.1987)
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) play a vital role in economies around the world, contributing significantly to employment, innovation, and local development. What makes SMEs unique is not only their size but also the distinct characteristics that shape how they operate, compete, and grow(Hayes, O. and Kelliher, F. 2025). One key characteristic of SMEs is their flexibility and adaptability. Unlike large corporations that often rely on rigid structures and long decision-making processes, SMEs can respond quickly to market changes, customer preferences, and technological shifts. This agility allows them to experiment with new ideas, customize products, and enter niche markets more easily. Another defining feature is the close relationship between owners, managers, and employees. In many SMEs, the owner is directly involved in daily operations, which creates a strong sense of commitment and accountability. Communication is usually informal and direct, helping teams work closely and resolve problems faster. This personal management style often leads to higher employee motivation and a strong organizational culture. SMEs are also customer-focused. Because they serve smaller markets and often depend on repeat business, they tend to build long-term relationships with their customers. They are more likely to provide personalized services, adjust their offerings, and listen carefully to feedback, which can be a major competitive advantage. 
SMEs are important drivers of innovation and local economic development. They create jobs, support communities, and stimulate competition. Their unique combination of flexibility, personal management, customer focus, and resourcefulness makes SMEs essential to sustainable economic growth. However, SMEs often face limited resources(Peng, et al.,2008). They usually operate with smaller budgets, fewer staff, and less access to finance compared to large firms. While this can restrict growth, it also encourages creativity and efficiency, as SMEs must make the most of what they have.
Cultural and institutional features shape Chinese SMEs. Guanxi (relationship networks), hierarchy, and face drive trust, access, and conflict avoidance(Tsui, A.S. 2001). Long‐term, pragmatic orientation favours incremental commitments. State influence is pervasive: licensing, local protectionism, and subsidies affect strategy. Institutional voids and evolving standards increase reliance on government ties and industry associations(Redding, G. 1990). Digital ecosystems (WeChat, platforms) mediate engagement and compliance, including data localization.
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Research Aims
This study investigates how digital transformation shapes B2B marketing practices, performance, and buyer–seller relationships in China’s apparel SMEs, identifying key strategic, technological, and organisational opportunities and challenges to enhance competitiveness in the global market(Andersson, S., et al.,2024). 
Research Objectives: 
1. To examine the key components of digital transformation strategies employed by China’s apparel SMEs.
2. To evaluate the impact of digital transformation on B2B marketing performance . 
3. Identify the challenges and limitations of implementing digital transformation strategies in B2B marketing.
4.Analyse the competitive advantages gained through digital transformation. 
5. Develop strategic insights and actionable recommendations for China’s apparel SMEs, proposing an effective strategic framework to support the adoption of digital transformation. 
Research Questions: 
1.What are the key components of digital transformation strategies adopted by China’s apparel SMEs? 
2. How does digital transformation influence B2B marketing performance in China’s apparel SMEs? 
3.What challenges and limitations do China’s apparel SMEs face when implementing digital transformation in B2B marketing? 
4.What competitive advantages do China’s apparel SMEs gain through digital transformation? 
5.How can an effective strategic framework be developed to support China’s apparel SMEs in adopting digital transformation?

	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	[bookmark: _Hlk190083458]In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:
· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)
A qualitative research design was adopted given the exploratory nature of the study and the complexity of digital transformation phenomena (Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S1994;Bell et al., 2022). The qualitative approach is rooted in inductive reasoning, using words and lived experiences to capture and interpret reality (Bryman, 2016; Kuhn, T.S.1970). It emphasises engaging directly with participants, encouraging dialogue that reveals perspectives and meanings not easily quantifiable, ensuring a nuanced understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Saunders et al., 2019).
Semi-structured interviews will be the primary data-collection method for their flexibility and depth, making them well suited to exploring complex organisational processes and participants' experiences with digital tools(Tracy, 2020). The question set will elicit reflections on communication, collaboration, encountered barriers, and perceived business outcomes, whilst allowing unanticipated issues to emerge organically (Creswell & Poth, 2016). A semi-structured interview guide maps each question to the research objectives, ensuring consistency whilst preserving flexibility to explore emergent themes.
Interviews will be conducted both online (via WeChat, Microsoft Teams, and VooV Meeting) and offline in accessible, comfortable settings. To accommodate participants' preferences, discussions will be held primarily in Mandarin. Each interview will last between 40 and 60 minutes, providing sufficient time to explore participants' experiences in depth whilst respecting their professional commitments (Guest et al., 2006). Conducting interviews in participants' native language will foster authenticity, rapport, and trust; however, this introduces challenges of translation and interpretation, which will be mitigated through rigorous transcription, back-translation, and cross-checking to preserve meaning and nuance (Crotty, 1998).
A total of 20–25 participants will be purposively sampled to ensure coverage across diverse functional roles and company profiles, consistent with qualitative research principles that prioritise depth, richness, and data saturation over statistical representativeness（Hagaman, A.K. and Wutich, A. 2017). The sample will include business owners and founders, marketing and digital strategy managers, and sales and operations personnel. This multi-role composition enables a holistic understanding of how digital transformation is interpreted, implemented, and managed within Chinese apparel SMEs, facilitating triangulation of perspectives and enhancing the credibility of the findings(Smith, et al.,2009).
Participants will be drawn from Zhejiang Province, one of China’s most dynamic apparel manufacturing and trading regions, selected for its high concentration of SMEs and relatively advanced digital infrastructure. Each participating firm will employ between 50 and 120 employees, a range that represents established small- to lower-medium-sized enterprises rather than micro-firms. Companies of this size typically possess formalised organisational structures, dedicated marketing or digital functions, and sufficient operational complexity to engage in meaningful digital transformation initiatives. At the same time, they remain resource-constrained and owner-influenced, making strategic decisions—particularly regarding marketing digitalisation—both visible and contested. This size threshold therefore ensures that participants have practical experience with digital transformation in marketing, while maintaining comparability across cases and relevance to the broader SME context.
Access will be facilitated through the researcher's professional networks developed over nearly two decades in international apparel trade and digital commerce. In recognition of participants' time and insights, each SME will receive a concise confidential summary report benchmarking their digital marketing practices against aggregated industry trends, demonstrating professional respect and offering practical value.
The study is underpinned by the constructivist paradigm, which posits that reality is socially constructed through language, shared meanings, and interactions, assuming that knowledge is co-created between researcher and participants rather than existing as an objective truth independent of human interpretation (Amineh, R.J. and Asl, H.D. 2015;Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Erciyes, E. 2020). Data will be analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step framework using NVivo software to support data organisation and coding, enabling a systematic and transparent analysis process.
This study involves organisational research with human participants and cross-cultural fieldwork in China, which presents a range of ethical, operational, and contextual risks(Peng, et al.,2008). One major risk is the potential disclosure of commercially sensitive information relating to digital platforms, customer data, or business strategies, as well as the possibility of unauthorised data access(Patton, 1999).To mitigate these risks, ethical safeguards will be rigorously applied, and all participants will provide informed consent and will be assured that participation is voluntary and confidential. Pseudonyms will be used for both individuals and firms, and all identifying information will be removed from transcripts. Audio recordings and transcripts will be encrypted and stored on password-protected devices, accessible only to the researcher. In line with UWTSD ethics policy, all data will be securely retained for five years and then permanently destroyed. A further risk concerns participant reluctance and power sensitivity, particularly within the Chinese context where discussions about digital strategy, data practices, or government-related policies may be perceived as politically or commercially sensitive. To minimise this risk, the researcher will clearly emphasise the academic purpose of the study, confidentiality safeguards, and participants’ right to withdraw at any time. Interview questions will be framed around general practices and experiences rather than politically sensitive topics(Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023). 
The researcher’s cultural awareness and use of professional networks (guanxi) will help to build trust and reduce suspicion, encouraging open and honest dialogue(Tsui,2001). Language-related methodological risks were mitigated through layered transcription, reflexive journaling, and peer checking to preserve meaning across Mandarin–English translation and to minimise researcher bias arising from prior industry experience (Maxwell, 2005).Interpretive sensitivity was further strengthened by adopting phenomenological awareness to attend to participants’ subjective experiences and contextual meanings (Moran, 2002).To enhance analytical depth and credibility, reflexive practices were embedded throughout the research process, encouraging continuous examination of researcher assumptions and positionality (Silverman, 2021;Berger, 2015).To reduce researcher bias arising from industry experience, reflexive practices, peer debriefing, and transparent thematic analysis using NVivo and Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework will be employed to enhance credibility and trustworthiness.
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	Milestone Description
	Start Date
	End Date
	Days

	Year 1
	
	
	

	Literature Review (Initial)
	Week 1
	Month 3
	90

	Theoretical Framework Development
	Month 2
	Month 4
	60

	Research Design Refinement
	Month 3
	Month 4
	30

	Submission of PG2 (Ethics Approval)
	Month 4
	Month 5
	30

	Ethics Approval
	Month 5
	Month 5
	15

	Methodology Chapter (Draft)
	Month 5
	Month 7
	60

	Pilot Study - Zhejiang
	Month 7
	Month 8
	30

	Pilot Data Analysis
	Month 8
	Month 9
	30

	Literature Review (Complete Draft)
	Month 6
	Month 9
	90

	Progress Monitoring PG3(Quarterly)
	Quarterly
	Quarterly
	4

	Data Collection Phase 1 - Site Selection
	Month 10
	Month 11
	30

	Initial Interviews (n=6)
	Month 11
	Month 12
	30

	Annual Progress Review
	Month 12
	Month 12
	7

	Year 2
	
	
	

	Data Collection Phase 2 - Main Study
	Month 13
	Month 16
	120

	- Interviews (n=12)
	Month 13
	Month 15
	90

	- Digital Ethnography
	Month 14
	Month 16
	90

	- Document Collection
	Month 13
	Month 16
	120

	Data Analysis - Initial Coding
	Month 15
	Month 17
	60

	Data Analysis - Theme Development
	Month 17
	Month 18
	30

	Theory Building
	Month 18
	Month 19
	30

	Findings Chapter 1
	Month 19
	Month 20
	30

	Findings Chapter 2
	Month 20
	Month 21
	30

	Discussion Chapter
	Month 21
	Month 22
	30

	Introduction & Conclusion
	Month 22
	Month 23
	30

	Abstract & Final Edits
	Month 23
	Month 24
	30

	Progress Monitoring PG4 (Quarterly)
	Quarterly
	Quarterly
	4

	Proofreading (First Run)
	Month 23
	Month 23
	15

	Supervisory Review
	Month 23
	Month 24
	30

	Final Revisions
	Month 24
	Month 24
	15

	Proofreading (Final Run)
	Month 24
	Month 24
	7

	Thesis Submission
	Month 24
	Month 24
	1




	 Conclusion

	This study makes several conceptual, contextual, and practical contributions to the existing literature on digital transformation and B2B marketing by addressing important gaps that remain underexplored, particularly in the context of China’s apparel SMEs(Verhoef et al., 2021).
First, conceptually, the study contributes by integrating the Resource-Based View (RBV), the Technology–Organisation–Environment (TOE) framework, and B2B relationship marketing theory into a single analytical model to explain how digital transformation generates competitive advantage under resource constraints(Barney, 1991; Nautwima et al .,2025). While prior studies tend to apply these frameworks in isolation, this research conceptualises digital transformation as a resource orchestration process in which technological capabilities, organisational readiness, and environmental pressures jointly shape B2B marketing performance and buyer–seller relationships(Morgan, R.M. and Hunt, S.D. 1994; Dwyer, et al., 1987). This addresses a gap where holistic, multi-theoretical explanations of SME digital transformation in B2B contexts remain limited.
Second, empirically, the study fills a gap by focusing on China’s apparel SMEs, a group that has received far less scholarly attention than large Chinese manufacturers or SMEs in developed economies. Existing research largely concentrates on Western SMEs or digitally advanced competitors such as Vietnam and India, leaving insufficient understanding of how Chinese apparel SMEs navigate digital transformation amid declining export competitiveness and shifting global value chains(Tajudeen, F.P. et al. 2025). By examining this specific sector and national context, the study provides context-sensitive evidence that extends digital transformation theory beyond generic or developed-market assumptions (Li et al., 2018).
Third, the study contributes to the B2B digital marketing literature by shifting attention from technology adoption alone to marketing performance, relationship quality, and value creation outcomes(Matt, et al.,2015). Much of the existing literature emphasises operational efficiency or e-commerce adoption, but offers limited insight into how digital tools reshape trust, commitment, engagement, and long-term buyer–seller relationships in B2B markets. By linking CRM systems, data analytics, and digital platforms to relationship marketing outcomes, this research addresses a clear gap in understanding how digital transformation supports relational competitiveness rather than short-term transactional gains(Hofacker et al., 2020).
Fourth, the study advances knowledge on implementation challenges by systematically categorising barriers through the TOE framework(Baker, 2012). Prior studies often list obstacles such as skills shortages or funding constraints descriptively; this research conceptualises how technological fragmentation, organisational governance weaknesses, and environmental uncertainty interact, creating compounded constraints for SMEs(Taiminen and Karjaluoto, 2015). This provides a more structured explanation of why many SMEs struggle to realise returns from digital investments despite supportive national digital policies.
Finally, practically and strategically, the study fills a gap by developing an actionable strategic framework tailored to resource-constrained apparel SMEs. By grounding recommendations in RBV and TOE logic, this research contributes actionable insights that help SME leaders allocate scarce resources across digital platforms and marketing capabilities more effectively, thereby enhancing competitiveness and operational efficiency in global B2B apparel markets(Birkel, H. and Wehrle, M. 2022).
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