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Welcome to the 2018–19 Digital Transformation Report — the third annual report in what we hope will become a long tradition. 

foreword 

Last year’s report was focused on learning as much as possible 

about the rate of digital transformation in B2B organizations 

around the world. Where were these businesses on their path to 

digital transformation? What was motivating them? What were they 

struggling with, and how were they overcoming their obstacles?  

We learned that 63% of businesses had a digital transformation 

strategy in place, though a mere 4% could say they had actually 

completed their transformation. We also learned that e-commerce 

was playing a vital role in the process of digital transformation for 

73% of respondents. 

 

 

electronics and packaging. We wanted to hone in on e-commerce 

in the B2B world in particular. Respondents had to be working for 

organizations that sold their products to other businesses. This year 

we also included retailers.   

We learned that in just a year, the number of businesses using 

e-commerce to support their digital transformation has risen 

from 73% to 87%.  There were many more revealing results, and they 

immediately offered a clear theme for this report: e-commerce (r)

evolution.   

In the pages ahead, we break down the e-commerce (r)evolution into 

three main topics. We’ll begin with e-commerce 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0; 

what’s the current state of e-commerce adoption, which key factors 

are driving businesses to pursue e-commerce as a sales channel, and 

where is e-commerce headed? Then we’ll look at changing business 

models and the impact that selling direct-to-consumer is having on 

traditional supply chains. Finally, we take a macro economic view of 

the market place and identify the role that that e-commerce plays in 

opening up new national and international markets.  

2018: The E-Commerce (R)evolution
 

 

This year, we wanted to dive even deeper into the role of e-commerce 

in digital transformation. We commissioned Sapio Research to survey 

559 individuals in businesses all over the world from industries ranging 

from food and beverage and automotive to construction, healthcare,

https://info.sana-commerce.com/int_wp_digital-transformation-and-b2b-e-commerce-report-2017.html?utm_medium=print&utm_source=whitepaper&utm_campaign=ALLMAPALPRALPEALI_assetclick_alwayson&utm_content=dtr-2018


4  |  Digital Transformation Report 2018–19: The E-Commerce (R)evolution

E-commerce 1.0 

As online sales became the mainstay in the consumer marketplace, 

B2B organizations began to wake up to the idea that selling online 

would deliver great efficiencies and help meet growing customer 

demand for the ability to buy whenever and from wherever. 

Traditionally B2B organizations only offered an offline sales process 

using sales reps and even physical stores. They believed that 

sales reps understood the customer better and the complexity of 

their buying needs. As technology evolved to be able manage the 

idiosyncrasies of different customer buying behaviors so did B2B 

online web stores and e-commerce 1.0 was born. B2B organizations 

had joined the revolution.  

 

E-commerce 2.0

As the volume of online sales grew, so did the customer demand for 

more sophisticated e-commerce functionality. Customers wanted 

more information than first generation web stores could provide. 

They wanted to be able to view their order history, invoices, pricing 

schedules and even receive advice and product recommendations 

based on their buying history: information that would help them make 

better buying decisions. Organizations recognized that they needed to 

improve the customer experience online to mirror the level of support 

provided offline if they’re to retain loyal customers, but also to support 

growth in new markets.  

E-commerce 3.0

Trading online has removed international boundaries and many 

companies have begun to operate in new markets and new territories. 

As a result, e-commerce has become a critical part of many 

organizations’ strategy for business growth and plays a key part in 

businesses infrastructure. The ability to integrate front-end, external 

facing systems, such as web stores, with internal infrastructures 

and data has bought about a new (r)evolution in e-commerce. This 

integration is driving broader business benefits – from revenue growth 

and profitability, to business efficiencies.

So how are B2B companies adapting to e-commerce 3.0? 

What are their biggest challenges, and where are they already 

succeeding?

E-Commerce 1.0 > 2.0 > 3.0

Sales have come a long way since the 1990s and the growth of the internet. We saw e-commerce change the way we buy and 
sell with the advent of online sales in 90s, with innovative businesses like Amazon, eBay, Alibaba and Paypal transforming the 
way we viewed commerce. 



5  |  Digital Transformation Report 2018–19: The E-Commerce (R)evolution

According to the survey, many B2B companies are still  

focused on delivering e-commerce 1.0 or 2.0 to their  

customers. 

While 84% indicated they’re currently implementing or have 

operated a web store, of those – nearly half are using it to 

simply drive online sales and 38% stated that they’re using 

it to improve sales efficiency - a trait of e-commerce 1.0. Not 

necessarily surprising is that driving online sales was even 

more important for retailers, with 65% indicating that it was 

a top priority. 

To drive sales

To improve the customer experience

To improve sales efficiency

To improve business efficiency

To compete in new markets at  
home or abroad

To change or adapt your business model

To drive change in your broader
technology infrastructure

To adapt the supply chain to deliver against 
sales targets and objectives

48%

38%

38%

37%

25%

23%

20%

27%

60% of companies 
with fewer than
50 employees

65% of retailers

What are the three key priorities for your B2B e-commerce solution?

Key E-Commerce Priorities for B2B
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As with last year there is evidence that companies are prioritizing the 

broader benefits of e-commerce 2.0, with 38% listing improving the 

customer experience as a key objective of their web store. 

There is a growing understanding however of how e-commerce can 

develop the business internally. Whether that’s improving sales 

efficiency (38%) or business efficiency (37%) or to change and 

adapt business models – a priority for a quarter of respondents.

And while it is lower on the priority list (in fact it’s at the bottom), 

there is a clear indication that organizations believe that e-commerce 

3.0 has a part to play in the evolution of business strategy, with a 

fifth using their platform to drive changes in their broader technology 

infrastructure. The good news is that the vast majority of 

organizations who are using an e-commerce solution have been 

successful in achieving the many business objectives that they 

set for their implementation. This suggests that they are on the 

path toward a more transformative approach to e-commerce.

10%90%

8%92%

10%90%

9%91%

12%88%

12%88%

11%89%

14%86%

13%87%

15%85%

19%81%

We identified that e-commerce could help improve organizational efficiencies

To improve the customer experience

We wanted to free up the sales team

To increase volume of sales

To improve online visibility

We needed to get online as our competitors are

To improve integration and/or workflow automation with partners and customers

To compete in new markets or customer segments

To change our technology infrastructure to drive broader business growth

To reduce the cost of sales

We wanted to make it easier for our customers to collaborate with us on a digital platform

Yes No

have you achieved your main objectives for implementing a B2B e-commerce solution?

https://info.sana-commerce.com/int_wp_how-to-provide-an-excellent-customer-experience-in-the-digital-age.html?utm_medium=print&utm_source=whitepaper&utm_campaign=ALLMAPALPRALPEALI_assetclick_alwayson&utm_content=dtr-2018
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Over 90% of organizations are successfully meeting the objectives 

they set out when implementing the solution. Whether that was to free 

up the sales team, increase the volume of sales, improve the customer 

experience or improve organizational efficiencies, companies are 

confident that they’re achieving their technology goals. Reducing the 

cost of sales appears to be the most challenging objective to reach, 

though with an 81% success rate, it seems to be going very well. *

* See chart on page 8 for a full overview of these statistics.

What about those who aren’t yet achieving their e-commerce 

objectives? Over a quarter of respondents who said they hadn’t 

achieved their objectives indicated that their greatest obstacles are 

increased competition (29%) and a challenging marketplace (26%).  

Of course, it is of little surprise that these struggles are coming out 

on top. E-commerce is advantageous because it opens up new sales 

channels and a worldwide prospect pool. With everyone out to get their 

share of online profits, however, the competition is naturally steep.  

The takeaway? 

As more businesses adopt and develop e-commerce platforms, it 

will no longer be enough just to have a web store. 

Offering an attractive, high-quality web store with a stellar 

customer experience is becoming essential for those companies 

that truly want to differentiate themselves in their markets.  

Most businesses are achieving their
business objectives with e-commerce

Increased Competition and Challenging  
Marketplaces Remain an Obstacle for Some
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29%

24%

26%

22%

17%

16%

14%

13%

10%

13%

13%

9%

13%

13%

9%

13%

1%

Increased competition

Challenging marketplace

Rapidly changing marketplace

Focused on other parts of the business

Lack of internal skill

Lack of financial resources

Lack of senior management support

Lack of senior organizational support

Ill-defined strategy

Unable to access skills or knowledge outside of the organization

Inability to integrate e-commerce into broader IT infrastructure

Inflexible e-commerce solution

E-commerce software was not focused on B2B needs

Changing regulatory environment

E-commerce design and adaptation for our needs was too expensive

Other

Ill-defined project rollout

If you haven’t achieved your objectives following the implementation of your e-commerce solution, why not?

55% of belgium/lux 45% of retailers

21% of companies with 
over 1000 employees

24% of companies with 
501-1000 employees
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E-Commerce 2.0: what’s driving e-commerce upgrades?

Which companies are making the move to the next e-commerce 

evolution and beyond? And what’s holding the others back? 

To understand this, we asked businesses who currently have plans 

to upgrade their e-commerce solution what the driving factors were 

behind the decision to upgrade. 

Again, sales results came out on top. Improving sales efficiency is a 

motivating factor for 42% of respondents, with driving sales coming in 

at a close second with 40%. This draws a stark contrast with the mere 

25% who said they wanted to upgrade their e-commerce platform 

because their current system was out of date or no longer fit for 

purpose. 

Most businesses aren’t upgrading their e-commerce platforms 

because they have to, but rather because they want to. 

Why? More sales. 

There were some outliers in this, which suggests that reasons for 

upgrading may depend on industry. More than half of the distributors 

surveyed said they were upgrading because they wanted to improve 

integration with their supplier’s systems. 

This, compared with 29% from other industries, tells us that 

distributors are likely using e-commerce to fill more specific 

needs within their supply chain, rather than to drive sales or 

improve sales efficiency.

What’s driving your plans to upgrade your e-commerce platform?

Improve sales efficiency

To drive sales

We want to improve the customer experience

To improve integration with internal systems 
(ERP, PIM, marketing automation, ERP in the cloud, logistics, etc)

We need a solution that is easier to operate and maintain

Our customers are demanding greater functionality

It’s part of our Digital Transformation project

To improve integration with supplier’s systems

42%

40%

33%

31%

26%

26%

26%

29%

Our current system is out-of-date/not fit for purpose 25%

51% of distributors
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A third of respondents said that improving the customer experience 

was driving their plan to upgrade their e-commerce platform. Of those, 

most said they were looking to introduce easy-to-navigate online 

product catalogs, followed closed by always real-time rich product 

information and personalized product catalogs. This implies that these 

businesses are not yet offering these features, further supporting the 

conclusion that many businesses are still working on expanding basic 

e-commerce functionality.  

For most, it appears that businesses are aiming to address their 

customer demand for greater functionality with improved product 

information, rather than personalization.

This differed across regions, however, with 65% of respondents 

from the U.S. and Canada (54% in total) indicating they’re looking to 

introduce personalized product catalogs to fulfill customer demand 

for greater functionality. Dutch respondents also stood out, with 64% 

saying they wanted to implement personalized e-commerce marketing. 

  

This is far above 45% of the total audience who found the feature 

to be important in responding to customer demand. These could be 

indicators that these regions are comparatively further ahead in their 

e-commerce evolution. 

The Race to Answer to Customer Demand

Easy-to-navigate online product catalogs

Always real-time rich product information

Personalized product catalogs

Showing customized pricing

Progressive web apps

Personalized e-commerce marketing

56%

54%

54%

51%

44%

45%

65% of us/canada

64% of the
netherlands

Which of the following features are you looking to introduce to help 
address your customers demands for greater functionality?

greater functionality
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About a quarter of those surveyed want to improve their customer 

experience, with the highest percentage (56%) indicating they want to 

meet this demand by simplifying order and payment functionality.

About three quarters of wholesalers indicated that this was an 

important feature they wanted to improve for their customer 

experience, which comes as no surprise given the complex nature of 

their orders (bulk orders, kitting/BOM, etc.).

Other important priorities are related to user experience, such as 

better product images, easier navigation and improved web store 

speed and response time, all of which are strongly in line with 

e-commerce 2.0.    

customer experience

which of the following features are you looking
to introduce to help improve your customers experience?

Simpler ordering and payment functionality

Easier navigation

Offering better product images (360 degrees views etc)

More detailed product information

Personalized customer management using data insights into 
buying history and current orders

Customizable products

Other

Improved web store speed/response time

56%

53%

51%

51%

46%

35%

1%

49%

73% of wholesalers
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Why are we stuck on E-Commerce 2.0? 
Businesses are clearly focused on making progress in their e-commerce efforts. They are upgrading their e-commerce platforms, 

and actively looking for solutions that will help them meet customer demand for improved functionality and a better online shopping 

experience.  

However, with such focus on the front-end solution in terms of delivering a great customer experience, businesses are perhaps missing out on the 

benefits of broader infrastructure integration and e-commerce 3.0.

One reason may be that companies are still not using the data they 

collect from e-commerce platforms to improve key business drivers. In 

fact, less than half of those who are implementing or have operated 

a web store are using data from their e-commerce platform to 

support or manage key business drivers. The only exception here 

is that 51% of Swiss and Austrian respondents are making use of 

marketing analytics (34% in total).*

* See the chart on page 13 for a full overview of these statistics.

learn more about e-commerce 

Check out our free white paper
in the automotive industry? 

DOWNLOAD NOW
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42%

33%

34%

32%

32%

32%

27%

26%

24%

26%

24%

25%

22%

24%

1%

Customer service

Marketing analytics

Price management

User experience

Inventory management

Product innovation

Demand planning

Fraud detection

Predictive analysis

Mobile commerce

Product range analysis

Buying behavior analysis including persona and demographic mapping

Buying analysis including buying patterns

Other

Security

Do you use data from your e-commerce platform to support or manage any of the following:

48% of wholesalers

51% of switzerland/austria

32% of retailers 40% of Netherlands
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For almost half of all respondents, competing on price is still the 

key response to tackling competition rather than enhancing the 

proposition. One could reasonably argue that as long as businesses 

are focused on keeping up rather than forging a new path, 

B2B e-commerce will continue to evolve slowly rather than 

revolutionize the way these businesses achieve success. 

How are you intending to combat threats from online marketplaces 
or international competitors?

Compete on price

Improve online customer experience

Compete on delivery times

Use data to improve targeting (ABM)

Use data to improve personalization

Other

Drive higher value sales through upselling

47%

38%

37%

26%

31%

1%

28%

41% of manufacturers
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Changing business models 
It’s not just e-commerce platforms that are evolving. Business models are also undergoing a slow, yet potentially disruptive 
transformation. 

E-commerce is putting businesses in a position to do things 

they’ve never done before, such as selling directly to end 

customers and creating additional revenue streams. Almost half of 

the businesses we surveyed are already benefitting from e-commerce, 

and in some regions and industries it’s more than half. 

Many of those who are not yet reaping the benefits are optimistic 

that they will in the future as a result of changing their e-commerce 

platform.  For example, 40% of retailers (44% in total) expect it will 

result in the creation of additional revenue streams. This attitude 

and trust in the evolution of e-commerce technology should see 

the platform taking an integrated and central role in businesses’ 

growth strategy in the future.

Sell direct to end-customers

Create additional revenue streams

Expand your business model

Sell to end-customers via a 3rd party

Not sure

None of the above

Sell through wholesale/distributors

48%

44%

41%

38%

35%

24%

30%

30%

18%

22%

1%

9%

As a result of introducing your b2b e-commerce platform which of the 
following are you able to do that you had not been able to do previously?

Able to do now Able to do in the future

0%

0%

40% of retailers
will create additional
revenue streams in the 
future
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have you seen evidence that manufacturers, distributors, and/
or wholesalers in your supply chain are starting to sell direct 
to consumers?

Furthermore, 61% have seen evidence that manufacturers, 

distributors and/or wholesalers in their supply chain are starting 

to sell direct to end-customers. The rate is higher in some regions, 

with 73% confirming the trend in the UK and Ireland, and 68% in the 

U.S. and Canada.

  region   %

UK / Ireland 73%

US / Canada 68%

Germany 57%

Switzerland / Austria 47%

Belgium / Luxembourg 46%

Netherlands 46%

The success of companies’ e-commerce adoption that the research 

identified also gives way to an interesting trend. Forty-eight percent 

(of which 57% in Switzerland and Austria, 55% in the Netherlands, 

53% of wholesalers) claim that they are now able to sell directly to 

end-customers — something that they could not do before adopting 

an e-commerce platform.*

The Rise of Direct-to-End-User Sales

YES
61%

27%
12%

Yes 
No
Not Sure

* See the chart on page 15.
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  industry   %

Construction 78%

Healthcare/Medical Supplies 70%

Electronics 68%

Home Goods & Furnishing 66%

Packaging 65%

Fashion & Apparel 62%

Machinery & Supplies 61%

Automotive 59%

Food & Beverage 57%

do you expect to see manufacturers, distributors and 
wholesalers in your supply chain starting to sell 
direct to consumers in the future?

Respondents were also confident that this trend would continue 

to rise, with 64% reporting that they expect to see manufacturers, 

distributors and wholesalers in their supply chain starting to sell direct 

to consumers in the future. Some industries expect to be more highly 

impacted by this in the future, with 78% from construction, 68% from 

electronics, 66% from home goods and furnishing, and 65% from 

packaging firms indicating that they expect to see a rise in 

direct-to-consumer sales in their supply chain. 

YES

14%

64%
22%

Yes 
No
Not Sure
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Wholesalers

Distributors

Manufacturers

Retailers

47%
73%
63%
40%

35%
45%
47%
30%

64%
42%
30%
32%

22%
27%
30%
52%

which of the following are you competing against for direct 
sales to consumers?

Despite the rise of direct-to-consumer sales, we still see that in most 

industries the focus is on the competition from within their own part 

of the chain. Distributors, however, are feeling as threatened by 

wholesalers as they are by other distributors. This suggests that they 

are feeling the most pressure from the changing supply chain that has 

come as a result of the increase in direct to consumer sales. 

Who is the real competition? 

Manufacturers
Wholesalers
Distributors
Retailers
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How are businesses responding to this change? We know that of 

those who are currently running digital transformation projects 

in their organization (51% of the group surveyed) 53% expect 

the project to improve their ability to respond to market changes. 

Furthermore, 43% expect their digital transformation project to help 

them adapt to a changing marketplace, and 42% will be better able to 

adapt to a changing business model. 

Forty-five percent also confirmed that their e-commerce solution 

is helping their digital transformation project by allowing them to 

adapt to new threats presented by changing business models. 

in which of the following ways does your e-commerce solution help your 
digital transformation project?

To meet the changing customer behavior/needs

It helps us target new markets using e-commerce presence

Our business model changed as a result of our e-commerce solution

To adapt new threats presented by changing business models

53%

52%

49%

45%

55% of retailers

what will be the likely outcome of your digital transformation project?

Improve operational and sales efficiency

Improve our ability to respond to market changes

Improve our ability to compete globally or nationally

To adapt to a changing marketplace

To adapt to a changing business model

55%

53%

45%

43%

42%
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Globalization: opening up to new markets

Adapting to evolving supply chains isn’t the only challenge businesses are facing. An increasingly global marketplace also 
appears to be offering its share of threats — and opportunities. 

Nearly two thirds of respondents are currently using or intend to use 

an e-commerce platform to sell internationally. 

Interestingly, half of retailers indicated that they use e-commerce to 

only sell domestically. This is perhaps unexpected given the ease of 

international sales that e-commerce offers and the relative simplicity 

of shipping most retail goods.  

 

In contrast, 52% of manufacturers said they are selling both 

domestically and internationally. Where manufacturing goods tend 

to be more complex (e.g. bulk orders, heavy goods not well-

suited for international shipping), manufacturers still seem to 

be more keen to tread into international waters than their retail 

counterparts. 

Do you use or are you intending to use your e-commerce platform to sell:

YES

14%

64%
22%

37%
19%

44%
Domestically
Internationally
Both52% of manufacturers

50% of retailers

54% of us/canada
and 50% UK/ireland use 
or intend to use both
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Which, if any, of the following does your e-commerce platform support?

Multiple delivery options

Multiple languages

Multiple currencies

Multiple selling regulations

Multiple taxation

56%

48%

37%

32%

31%

65% of retailers

66% of switzerland/austria

Despite the high number of companies trading online 

internationally, many of their platforms still don’t support 

essential international commerce features. While just over half 

offer multiple delivery options (more for retailers, coming in at 65%), 

less than half offer multiple languages and currencies, and only a third 

support multiple sales taxes and regulations. Again, this supports the 

theme of a slow and steady e-commerce evolution.    
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36% of respondents report that they’re seeing an increasing presence 

in their domestic territories from online marketplaces (e.g. Alibaba, 

eBay, Amazon Business), and just over a third are seeing an increase 

in international competitors and social sales channels like Instagram 

and Facebook. This suggests that in addition to the spread of global 

e-commerce and the continued rise of e-commerce giants, businesses 

are taking the threat of social selling more seriously than perhaps they 

had in the past.  

While most regions say that online marketplaces are the primary 

threat, respondents from the U.S. and Canada rated social sales 

channels as their primary threat, suggesting that social selling may be 

gaining more traction in this region than others.   

Are you currently seeing a rise in international competitors or online 
marketplaces in your domestic market?

Online marketplaces such as Alibaba, eBay or Amazon Business

International competitors

Social sales channels, such as Instagram, Facebook

Country or region specific platforms, such as GlobalSources

Market specific e-commerce platforms

No competitors

Supplier discovery platforms or product sourcing platforms

36%

34%

32%

24%

29%

12%

24%

46% of Germany

44% of manufacturers

Outlook: Rise in Online Marketplaces and 
International E-Commerce

36% of us/Canada
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Half of the respondents (64% in UK and Ireland) indicated that they 

see increasing globalization as a threat to profitability, and 41% see it 

as a threat to security. 

Yet, for those who are implementing or have implemented a web 

store, competing on price is still the key response to tackling the 

competition, rather than enhancing their proposition. 

Thinking about your business, do you see increasing globalization  
as a threat to any of the following:

Profitability

Security

Revenues

Sales volumes

None of the above

51%

41%

38%

32%

15%

How are you intending to combat threats from online marketplaces 
or international competitors?

Compete on price

Improve online customer experience

Compete on delivery times

Use data to improve targeting (ABM)

Use data to improve personalization

Other

Drive higher value sales through up selling

47%

38%

37%

26%

31%

1%

28%

64% of uk/ireland
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The E-Commerce (R)evolution: Looking to the future

Overall, the numbers strongly indicate that while B2B organizations 

are not at the forefront of e-commerce development, they are 

actively working to improve their e-commerce offerings. Most 

are focusing their e-commerce efforts on boosting sales rather than 

revolutionizing the way they do business, suggesting that B2B is still 

primarily busy with e-commerce 2.0.  

Even with the slightly more restrained but progressive approach to 

e-commerce, it’s impact is still recognized as having an impact on 

the organization, it’s business model and industry. The majority are 

noticing the rise of direct-to-consumer sales in their supply chains. 

E-commerce, in this case, is both the catalyst and the response, with 

just under half of respondents indicating that they’re using digital 

transformation to combat rising competitive pressure.  

Finally, we confirmed that e-commerce is driving many companies to 

expand across borders. Traditionally domestically focused regions 

like the U.S. and U.K. are venturing out to new markets overseas 

with the help of e-commerce. Social selling is also starting to impact 

B2B organizations and offer new opportunities for reaching a global 

audience. 

The research highlights that e-commerce is in a state of 

evolution, but one that may bring a revolutionary result. As 

companies move through the e-commerce evolutionary process, 

the technology’s ability to impact and change the business model 

will grow more and more evident. Companies are already using 

e-commerce to reach more markets, but with a solution that matches 

and exceeds customers’ expectations. And there is a growing 

number of companies, albeit small, that have recognized the 

potential to integrate their platforms and put e-commerce at the 

center of their digital transformation.  

For those companies wishing to benefit from the revolution, they 

need to ensure that they’ve identified the right route to take. Whether 

that’s simply ensuring that the customer has a feature rich experience 

wherever they are, or if it’s working out how to utilize e-commerce 

strategically across the business. But by evidencing this journey, 

companies can give their prospects and customers a clear reason to 

choose and stay with them. 

Where are you in your digital transformation? Get in touch with an 

e-commerce expert to see how you can take the next steps in your 

organization’s digital revolution. 

The E-Commerce 3.0 Opportunity
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