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Digital transformation has become a byword in nearly every business 

sector, but talking about it and applying it are two different things. For 

manufacturers who succeed in making digital transformation happen, 

the results are rewarding, with improved understanding of customers 

and new opportunities uncovered. 

But succeeding involves taking on a series of challenges. The essence 

of digital transformation is in breaking down siloes and the integration 

of new technology, thereby creating a holistic focus on the customer 

across the organization. Starting with Big Data, organizations must then 

move forward with data-driven insights which must be applied to sales, 

marketing, and customer service. Those manufacturers who succeed in 

making this transition are already reaping the rewards.

B2B Online partnered with the WBR Insights research team to 

investigate how these leading B2B companies are developing 

winning strategies through digital transformation.  In this report, we 

explore how dynamic technologies provide new opportunities for 

manufacturers and distributors, including creating personalized, 

frictionless buying experiences and trusted relationships between 

their customers and their brands. We benchmark existing 

transformative measures and explore how companies are preparing 

and executing strategies for technology adoption. Finally, we evaluate 

the key areas of business these technologies will transform leading 

into the 2020 fiscal year.

Introduction

“Significant investments have been made 

in boosting our products on online and 

social media platforms. We have seen 

[a] significant increase in demand for our 

products ever since we have amplified 

our product visibility on these platforms 

through digital assistance.”

Director, Manufacturer



3

 Most respondents (55%) are prioritizing adoption of strategies and 

technologies that help them better acquire and analyze customer 

data over the next two years.

 Most companies will reevaluate or improve upon their product 

offerings (63%) and digital content (55%) as part of their digital 

strategies over the next two years, and half of companies (50%) 

will reevaluate or improve upon their data analytics.

 New digital strategies are changing the traditional roles of B2B 

sales, marketing, and customer service teams. Most organizations 

will adjust most or all of their teams to prioritize customer 

satisfaction and loyalty (55%), leverage digital channels to engage 

new customer segments (51%), and prioritize digital customer 

experiences and sales (51%).

 Most companies are giving sales teams more meaningful ways 

to connect and build trust with customers (53%) as a means to 

exceed customer expectations.

 50% of companies are ramping up eCommerce to deliver 

experiences on par with B2C eCommerce sellers, and nearly half 

of companies (48%) are prioritizing B2B eCommerce that is as 

sophisticated as winning B2C eCommerce environments.

 Over half of organizations (53%) are adopting an eCommerce 

marketplace model, selling on other marketplaces as a third party, 

or doing both of these things.

Key Findings 
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What type of company do you represent? 

 65% Manufacturer

 32% Distributor

 3% Other

Survey respondents, most of whom are practitioners in B2B marketing 

and data analytics, represent a variety of company types and sizes. 

The majority of survey respondents (65%) represent manufacturers. 

Most remaining respondents (32%) represent distributors, while 3% 

represent some other type of company.

What is your company’s annual revenue?

>$500 million

$100-$500 million

<$100 million

46%

24%

30%

While just below half of respondents (46%) represent enterprise 

companies with over $500 million in annual revenue, nearly one-

quarter of respondents (24%) are mid-market companies with $100 

million – $500 million in annual revenue. The remaining 30% are SMBs 

with less than $100 million in annual revenue.

13% 32% 7% 26% 22%

What is your seniority? 

C-Suite Vice President/
Executive

Departmental 
Leadership

Director Manager/Team 
Leader

In terms of seniority, most respondents are C-Suite leaders (13%),  

vice presidents or executives (32%), and departmental leaders (7%). 

The remaining 48% of respondents are either directors (26%) or 

managers and team leaders (22%).

About the Respondents
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We
Revolutionize
Commerce
Elastic Path Commerce, 
built for how you run your business.

Giving you the ability to extend 
commerce to all facets of your 
organization while leveraging your 
existing technology investments.  
Activate all your lines of business  
with unique experiences for  
different market segments  
and business models on a  
single platform, while tailoring  
purchasing for every  
organization and buyer.

elasticpath.com



6

Most Companies Are Still in  
the Planning Stages of Their 

Digital Transformation
Manufacturers across verticals are accelerating their adoption of 

digital technologies. They are creating new business processes, 

culture, and customer experiences to meet changing business 

and market requirements. Respondents tend to agree with this 

statement, where 10% have already met their goals in terms of digital 

transformation, and nearly one-third (32%) indicate this is already 

part of their formal strategy. Nearly half of companies in the study 

(45%) are still developing a formal strategy of this kind, suggesting 

their ability to implement a digital transformation-based strategy is 

not far off. 

Digital transformation initiatives do take time for the selection of 

technology and the redirection of operations, but once the decision 

to go ahead is made, the entire company must work at the initiative. 

Nonetheless, practically all companies surveyed are fully taking 

on these challenges—only 13% claim they are not prioritizing these 

changes at this time.

Manufacturers across verticals are accelerating their 
adoption of digital technologies to create new business 
processes, culture, and customer experiences to meet 
changing business and market requirements. Does your 
company align with this trend?

Yes, but we have already met 

our goals in terms of digital 

transformation.

Yes, this is part of a formal strategy.

Yes, we are developing a formal 

strategy of this kind.

No, we are not prioritizing these 

changes at this time.

32%

45%

10%

13%

“Digital inclusion has 

helped us to align our 

strategy and technology. 

Effective increases in 

production and new age 

technology innovations is 

how we have measured our 

success.” 

VP or Executive, Manufacturer
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These companies understand that digital transformation is an 

inevitability—it is already becoming the norm across the manufacturing 

sector. Since most of the companies surveyed are already working to 

implement a digital transformation plan, they are sure in their belief 

that technology and customer focus will increase sales and improve 

results. They also understand their competitors are at work on similar 

initiatives, and that they must take action to remain competitive. 

As part of their digital transformation initiatives, most companies 

(55%) are adopting strategies and technologies that help them better 

acquire and analyze customer data. This is a major step forward into 

implementation of a digital transformation strategy. Steps that naturally 

accompany this in the initiative’s development include improving 

operations through new technology adoption (44%), adopting a ‘digital 

first’ mentality (42%) and improving or replacing outdated legacy 

systems and siloed organizational structures (40%). In each case, 

nearly half of the companies surveyed are taking these first steps 

towards implementation.

Meanwhile, companies are already well-advanced in terms of 

eCommerce strategy, which is unquestionably a key aspect of digital 

transformation for B2B manufacturing. An increasing percentage of 

B2B sales take place online today.

In that, there has been considerable progress in improving customer 

experiences as part of these companies’ digital transformation. Nearly 

half of all companies (48%) are delivering eCommerce strategies that 

are just as sophisticated as winning B2C eCommerce environments, 

and nearly half (45%) are adopting an eCommerce marketplace model 

or selling on other marketplaces as a third party.  A smaller number 

(30%) are increasing customer loyalty and competing with eCommerce 

experiences offered by competitors. 

What steps are you prioritizing in terms of digital 
transformation over the next two years—whether or not you 
identify as having a ‘formal digital transformation strategy’? 

Adopting strategies and technologies that help us better acquire and analyze customer data

Delivering eCommerce experiences as sophisticated as winning B2C eCommerce environments

Adopting an eCommerce marketplace model, or selling on other marketplaces as a third party

Improving operations through new technology adoption

Adopting a digital-first mentality

Improving or replacing outdated legacy systems and siloed organizational structures

Increasing customer loyalty and competing with eCommerce experiences offered by competitors

N/A

55%

48%

45%

44%

42%

40%

30%

2%

“Through digital 

technology, we are not 

only able to manufacture 

products but also find 

solutions for the future. 

The increase in our 

consultation services is a 

clear result of the success 

we have gained through 

digitalization.”

Director, Manufacturer
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Still, there is progress to be made in this respect. Asked to rate 

the quality of the experiences they provide customers in digital 

environments against their competitors, 21% of respondents claim 

they have superior digital technologies and customer experiences 

compared to their competitors, with another 32% stating they are 

“above average.” Meanwhile, 21% rate themselves as only “average” 

in terms of the quality of customer experiences in their digital 

environments, and 21% admitted to being “below average.” A full 5% 

claim the digital experiences they offer are “poor” they lag behind 

competitors in terms of their digital technologies and customer 

experiences.

How would you rate the quality of the experiences 
you provide customers in digital environments 
against your competitors?

21%

32%

21%

21%

5%

Advanced – We have superior 

digital technologies and customer 

experiences.

Above Average

Average – We don’t distinguish 

ourselves from most other 

competitors in this area.

Below Average

Poor – We lag behind competitors 

in terms of our digital technologies 

and customer experiences.

“Our most successful digital strategy has 

been launching our eCommerce website 

and enhancing it with personalized 

capabilities. eCommerce sales is our 

fastest growing channel, but it’s also 

giving a lift to our traditional sales 

channel, the call center.”

Manager / Team Leader, Distributor
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Companies Strongly Favor  

the eCommerce 
Marketplace Model

For manufacturers who are developing eCommerce initiatives, 

two principal choices have emerged: Some are embracing the 

eCommerce Marketplace model, meaning that they sell their products 

on ‘marketplace’ sites like Amazon. More than half of the companies 

(53%), are taking this route, but they divide up into three camps. 

If you are adopting an eCommerce marketplace 
model, or are selling on other marketplaces as a third 
party, which of the following marketplace strategies 
will you take?

15%

26%

12%

47%

We will create our own marketplace 

and onboard third-party sellers into 

our ecosystem.

We will join other marketplace(s) 

and sell as a third-party in those 

ecosystem(s).

We will both create our own 

marketplace and join other 

marketplace(s).

N/A

Members of the largest of these groups (26%) prefer to join other 

marketplaces and sell as a third party in those ecosystems.  This 

strategy has a number of advantages. One executive shares 

perspectives on the functionalities available in these environments 

and their advantages:  “The price discovery mechanism and function 

of liquidity where there are enough of buyers and sellers are the 

advantages I see of the marketplace model.”

Others observe that the marketplace model provides both direct 

contact with a broad range of customer groups and improves customer 

engagement. Vendors can operate on multiple marketplace sites without 

any challenges, observes another manufacturing executive, maximizing 

exposure without excess cost and management requirements.

On the other hand, 15% of the companies prefer to create their own 

marketplace and onboard third-party sellers into their ecosystem. 
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These companies face increased costs and management 

requirements, but can also concentrate viewers on a given product. 

Vendors who onboard enjoy advantages as well—as one C-Suite 

executive observes, “No major marketing cost is incurred by the 

marketplace site owner as it’s up to the seller to display their products, 

which does not cost much.” Manufacturers can host multiple brands 

in owned marketplaces, expanding the assortment available to their 

customers as well.

What’s more, 12% of companies intend to get the best of both worlds:  

They are both creating their own marketplace and selling in third-party 

sites, noting similar advantages.

“Marketplaces have better profit  

margins compared to the traditional 

eCommerce models.”

VP or Executive, Manufacturer
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Companies are Ramping Up  
eCommerce, Innovating Digital   

Customer Experiences
More broadly, companies are evolving their customer-facing teams 

and operations alongside the adoption of advanced digital platforms, 

including eCommerce marketplaces. More than half (55%) are 

adjusting most or all of their teams to prioritize customer satisfaction 

and loyalty. Just over half of companies (51%) have teams that are 

leveraging digital channels to engage new customer segments, and 

just over half (51%) are realigning or adjusting teams to prioritize the 

digital customer experience and sales. 

How is your digital strategy changing the traditional roles 
of your sales, marketing, and customer service teams? 

We are adjusting most or all of our teams to prioritize customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Our teams are leveraging digital channels to engage new customer segments.

We are realigning or adjusting teams to prioritize digital customer experiences and sales.

We are adjusting our budget to add value to our teams’ digital touchpoints.

We are incorporating more automated, ‘zero-touch,’ or self-service capabilities for customers.

N/A

55%

51%

51%

38%

30%

2%

Meanwhile, 38% are adjusting their budgets to add value to their 

teams digital touchpoints—improving the user experience in this 

way can make a difference in achieving sales. This includes 30% of 

the companies who are incorporating more automated, ‘zero-touch,’ 

or self-service capabilities. These technologies reduce the costs 

of selling and improve customer experience, but may be difficult to 

deploy for some companies. Meanwhile, only 2% of the companies 

feel that this issue did not apply to them, indicating a high level of 

engagement among all groups.

“Digital inclusion has 

helped us to get our 

products closer to 

the [customer]. With 

automations in our 

production and optimization 

of customer service we 

have amplified our brand 

name in the market.”

Director, Manufacturer   
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Among those companies already involved in implementing digital 

transformation, many are innovating, using new and compelling 

methods of engagement to not only satisfy, but to exceed the 

expectations of customers. Still, more than half (53%) of companies 

are giving sales teams more meaningful ways to connect and build 

trust with customers, indicating these companies continue to prioritize 

personal relationships alongside zero-touch digital experiences for 

customers.

As we’ve seen, many companies are improving eCommerce channels; 

50% of the companies surveyed are taking this a step further, ramping 

up eCommerce to deliver experiences on par with B2C eCommerce 

sellers. Another 46% are giving customers easier ways to research 

products and to create orders. 

Meanwhile, 45% of companies are differentiating themselves from 

competitors with more tailored digital capabilities. This means 

investment in technology that offers a better experience and far more 

functionalities. 

Finally, 34% of the companies are already using digital tools to simplify 

the bidding and purchasing processes. For those companies whose 

products involve bidding, or for those who make use of purchasing or 

procurement processes, an online site with the appropriate tools can 

make an enormous difference in customer satisfaction, simplifying and 

automating these processes so that a customer can have much easier 

access and use. 

How are you using new and compelling methods for 
engagement to exceed the expectations of your customers? 

Giving sales teams more meaningful ways to connect and build trust with customers

Ramping up eCommerce to deliver experiences on par with B2C eCommerce sellers

Giving customers easier ways to research products and place orders

Differentiating ourselves from competitors with more tailored digital capabilities

Using digital tools to simplify bidding and purchasing processes

N/A

53%

50%

46%

45%

34%

3%

“We have successfully 

reframed our production 

line by including 

automations in design 

integration. The measure 

of our success has been 

the reduction of lead 

manufacturing time which 

has significantly reduced 

over the past year.”

C-Suite executive, manufacturer
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Companies are Revaluating Key Areas    

of their Operations
As part of digital transformation initiatives, nearly all the companies 

surveyed are revaluating at least a few key areas of their businesses. 

For example, 63% of the companies are revaluating or improving 

upon their product offerings. This suggests that the personalization 

of customer experiecnes may also require product adapation.

Additionally, 55% of companies are revaluating or improving upon 

their digital content. With a focus on the customer, and the ability to 

understand customer trends thanks to data analysis, B2B companies 

have an opportunity to realign and personalize content using key 

insights. In fact, half of companies in the study are revaluating 

or improving upon their data analytics, and nearly half (47%) are 

revaluating or improving their personalization. 

Similarly, 45% of the companies are revaluating or improving 

upon how they promote their products. That is also a function 

of personalization, making promotions that are closer to specific 

groups or even individual clients. And concomitant with revised 

promotions and personalization is a more carefully targeted pricing 

strategy—39% of the companies are revaluating or improving upon 

this as well.

“With the assistance of digitalization in 

process improvement, we have been 

able to reduce our manufacture lead 

time, which has made our organization 

highly efficient.”

Director, Distributor
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Digital transformation involves integrating all the processes 

and operations that make up a business. Given the changes in 

promotions and pricing, it is consequent that similar improvements 

be made in integrated and third-party sales channels, like online 

marketplaces. Notably, 38% of the companies are revaluating or 

improving upon their integrated sales channels, which includes 

eCommerce marketplaces.

Under that same logic, 34% of the companies are already working to 

integrate inventory control with all of the other processes in digital 

transformation initiatives, and 33% are bringing interconnected 

business entities into the fold.

Digital transformation is all about data, and the need to ensure 

data privacy is part and parcel of any such initiative. Laws across 

the world, most notably the General Data Protection Regulation in 

Europe, have highlighted just how important data privacy is. Twenty-

nine percent of companies are already taking the necessary steps to 

ensure it, but this does not appear to be as prominent a concern for 

companies as optimizing and streamlining the customer experience.

Which of the following key areas of business are you 
revaluating or improving upon as part of your digital 
strategy over the next two years? 

63%

55%

50%

47%

45%

39%

38%

34%

33%

29%

Produt offerings

Digital content

Data analytics

Personalization

Promotions

Pricing strategy

Integrated sales channels  

(e.g., marketplaces)

Inventory controls

Interconnected business entities

Data privacy
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The value of digital transformation initiatives has already been 

seen again and again. Focusing on the customer, using Big Data to 

understand the customer better, and breaking down siloes to ensure 

that the entire organization works toward customer satisfaction make 

up a proven strategy that companies imperatively must come to grips 

with alongside their competitors.

Technology enables digital transformation, but it does not make it 

happen. Building a culture that prioritizes the customer, and learning 

how to go to the data to understand the customer, are aspects that 

depend more on the company’s leadership than on software. Our 

survey shows that many companies are already in the throes of their 

transitions to this new orientation. The choices they make now will 

matter in the near future. 

Conclusion
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Elastic Path offers the leading purpose-built headless commerce 

platform to unify experiences across the entire enterprise. As the 

pioneer of headless commerce, Elastic Path empowers you to 

sell products and services in the connected world through the 

web and a touch of a finger or a spoken command. Its products, 

including Elastic Path Commerce Cloud, deliver commerce 

freedom and accelerate the creation of any customer experience 

on a single platform. Through collaborative innovation between 

Elastic Path’s team, customers and partners, Elastic Path leads the 

way in revolutionizing commerce.

Elastic Path is based in Vancouver, Canada, with offices in the U.K. 

and U.S. Learn more at www.elasticpath.com. 
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