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Industrial companies realize that digitization is 
more than a buzzword and know that e-commerce, 
data analytics, and other solutions will transform 
every aspect of their businesses. Some have even 
set ambitious goals to reduce costs, increase 
revenues, or improve cash management through 
digital solutions, with many focusing on the 
digitization of sales and marketing as more end 
customers migrate online. This move is well 
considered, since research suggests that the 
number of B2B customers using digital self-service 
channels to research and evaluate products rose 
from 20 percent in 2016 to 30 percent in 2019 
across industries.1 New or repeat orders made 
through digital B2B channels rose from 40 percent 
to 50 percent over the same period, representing 
trillions of dollars in value.2

While industrials understand the importance of 
digitizing sales and marketing, few have embarked 
on extensive efforts in this area, and those 
that do often struggle with execution. After all, 
customers are accustomed to online B2C sales 
channels, which businesses have been perfecting 
for years, and expect industrials to deliver the 
same seamless experience across platforms. In 
most cases, however, they still fall short. Their 
deficiencies are becoming more obvious because 
COVID-19 has forced many companies to limit face-
to-face interactions and increase online services, 
and that shift may become permanent. A recent 
McKinsey survey of B2B leaders showed that most 
respondents expected to be able to meet with 
customers in person by the start of 2022, but only 
15 percent expected such meetings to be the norm 
going forward.3

We recently analyzed more than 350 industrial 
companies to gauge their digital prowess—
basically, the extent to which they were investing 
in digital tools and analytics—and determine if 
this had any impact on revenue growth or total 

returns to shareholders (TRS). The results revealed 
that a select group of companies stand out from 
the pack when it comes to driving performance 
improvement through digitization. The insights 
from this research, combined with our work with 
industrials, allowed us to identify some common 
success factors for digitization, including a clear 
focus on impact, employee buy-in, cross-functional 
collaboration, and a detailed implementation 
plan. This article reviews these concepts, as 
well as the benefits of a strong digital sales and 
marketing function. The next article in this series 
will provide more details about the framework for 
implementing digital initiatives at industrials.

The benefits of digitizing sales  
and marketing
Digitization and e-commerce are already helping 
B2B companies in some industries address pain 
points that detract from the customer experience 
and reduce profits (Exhibit 1). For instance, B2B 
companies have traditionally set prices on a 
cost-plus basis and made blanket increases each 
year across product categories without regard to 
demand. But those that apply digital tools and data 
sets can customize pricing for each product and 
customer group, or even test new pricing for those 
customers without pricing agreements.

Within sales and marketing, digital tools deliver 
three major benefits: an improved end-to-end 
customer journey, incremental sales opportunities, 
and increased sales-force efficiency. These benefits 
can translate into major improvements in revenue 
and TRS (see sidebar, “Bottom-line benefits of 
digitization,” for more information).

Improving the end-to-end customer experience
In their lives as consumers, B2B buyers  
have become accustomed to researching  
products, placing orders, and tracking packages 

1 Business-to-business e-commerce market size, share & trends analysis report by deployment model (supplier-oriented, buyer-oriented), by 
application, by region, and segment forecasts, 2020–2027, Grand View Research, May 2020, grandviewresearch.com; “7 B2B ecommerce 
trends you need to follow for 2020 and beyond,” Big Commerce, bigcommerce.com; McKinsey research.

2 Ibid.
3 Liz Harrison, Dennis Spillecke, Jennifer Stanley, and Jenny Tsai, “Omnichannel in B2B sales: The new normal in a year that has been anything 
but,” March 15, 2021, McKinsey.com.
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online. While industrials lag behind their B2C 
counterparts in digital capabilities, their customers 
still have the same expectations for top-notch 
online services. 

Some companies within the industrial sector, such 
as the distributor Uline, are leading the charge 
to digital and transforming its role in the overall 
ecosystem; rather than a multiweek process 
that involves mountains of paperwork, endless 
touchpoints, and manual credit approvals, new 
customers can create accounts instantly and 
receive credit approval through a secure, one-click 
process. Additionally, companies are improving the 
customer experience via easily searchable online 
catalogues with personalized recommendations, 
web chats or video calls with experts, and online 
how-to videos.

Unlocking new sales opportunities
When cultivating new customers, digitization can 
make outreach both simpler and less expensive. It will 
be particularly helpful with small accounts that many 

industrials have hesitated to pursue because of the 
low return on investment. Further, companies can use 
data and analytics to identify accounts that currently 
generate little revenue but have the potential for 
strong growth. Sales and marketing efforts that 
target such groups may produce better results than 
more widespread, unfocused campaigns.

Improving efficiency
Through automation, digital tools can create 
efficiencies in three important areas:

 — Product, service, and order fulfillment. 
Digitization helps companies simplify their 
product offerings. By concentrating on the 
core products and solutions that matter 
for most of their customers, they can drive 
operational efficiencies. Digital tools can also 
help companies standardize lead times and 
make them more transparent; this will improve 
customer experience, since a lack of visibility 
into order tracking is a common pain point in 
the industrial sector.

Exhibit 1

Common pain points

Digitization can help industrial companies address their most common
pain points.

Parts and labor

Revenues
Lack of transparency into full-potential total available market, serviceable 
available market, and share of market

Customers are unaware of the latest product innovations/o�ers because 
companies fail to reach out to the right leads with the right product
recommendations

Customers are quoted prices that are not in line with the market because 
industrials do not have the right market-level pricing insights

Smaller customers are not well served by industrials, because sales teams 
focus their e�orts on the largest customers and opportunities

Customers receive reactive sales and service support of equipment because 
vendors do not proactively track installations and check in with customers

Balance sheet

Limited visibility or
action on accounts
payable and
accounts receivable

Disconnect between
�nancial planning and
analysis and sales/
operations

Cost
Limited transparency
on operational
performance

Ine�cient sales
and operations
processes

In�ated inventory
to compensate for
ine�ciencies

Inability to properly
link parts and labor
with cost KPIs

Digitization can help industrial companies address their most common 
pain points.
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 — Commercial strategy and execution. Sales 
teams can accelerate deals by removing manual 
touchpoints and minimizing the time spent on 
administrative tasks, such as resolving issues 
after the sale (for example, invoice issues). With 
opportunities for both in-person interaction 
and online self-service, customers will also have 

more contact options, which could increase both 
loyalty and satisfaction. 

 — Customer service and transactions. Automation 
can streamline customer service and make it 
easier for people to interact with companies. 
For instance, chat bots, available around the 

Bottom-line benefits of digitization

In our analysis of the industrial sector, 
the companies that invested significantly 
in digital solutions had higher revenue 
growth and better total returns to share-
holders, or TRS (exhibit). For those in the 

top performance quartile, for instance,  
significant investors achieved revenue 
growth of 6 percent in 2020, compared 
with 5 percent for those who made little 
to no investment. The contrast was even 

greater for TRS, where top-quartile  
companies saw growth of 47 percent  
if they invested significantly in digital, 
compared with 27 percent for those  
that did not.

Exhibit 

Revenue growth, 2020,1 % Total returns to shareholders, 2020, %

12019 actuals vs 2020 consensus forecast.
Source: Analysis based on ~350 publicly listed industrial companies

Industrial companies that invest more in digitization have stronger revenue 
growth and total returns to shareholders.
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Industrial companies that invest more in digitization have stronger revenue 
growth and total returns to shareholders.
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A surprising number of B2B companies 
launch efforts that generate little  
operational or financial improvement.

clock, can answer many common questions for 
customers. Such features are standard at most 
B2C companies but have not yet gained traction 
within industrials.

By automating many processes and touchpoints, 
digitization will reduce the time that salespeople 
spend managing existing accounts, which now 
amounts to about half of their work. Automated 
solutions may be particularly appropriate for 
mundane but critical tasks, which can consume 
more time. 

Lessons from past transformations
While the imperative to increase digitization is 
clear, the path forward can be complicated. Too 
often, industrials push for digital solutions because 
they see their competitors launching initiatives and 
fear missing out. In their haste, they may launch 
ambitious campaigns without appreciating the 
enormous resources—time, money, and staff—
required. And some may incorrectly believe that 
a silver bullet, such as a capable implementation 
partner, will guarantee success when the reality is 
more complex.

Through our experience leading digital B2B 
transformations, as well as our survey of 350 
industrial companies, we discovered that companies 
can escape common pitfalls by taking a more 
thoughtful approach. They can also win by forming 
partnerships with other businesses or vendors, such 
as systems integrators or website designers, to 
ensure that they have all the expertise required to 

deliver a complete solution. Here are the tactics we 
observed in the most successful companies.

Focusing on what matters
It sounds simple: companies should focus on 
the areas that will have the most impact when 
implementing digital solutions. But a surprising 
number of B2B companies launch efforts that 
generate little operational or financial improvement. 
To avoid this trap, companies should begin with 
the clear articulation of a problem statement, 
such as “above average churn for the industry” or 

“substandard lead generation results in low customer 
acquisition despite high funnel conversion rates.” 
When seeking solutions, they should concentrate 
on changes that will tangibly improve the customer 
experience and eliminate critical pain points, 
such as by providing a seamless reorder process 
and easy order tracking, rather than striving for 
perfection in all areas. Likewise, companies should 
prioritize efficiency initiatives that will produce the 
greatest time savings.

Since industrials may serve thousands of 
customers, ultimately they must identify groups of 
customers with similar needs to create archetypes. 
For instance, they may find that certain small 
customers love hearing about new products, 
struggle to meet minimum order requirements, 
or experience frequent stock shortages. With 
these insights, companies can develop targeted 
marketing campaigns and solutions. Exhibit 2 
matches pain points with digital solutions that can 
improve the end-to-end customer journey for a 
particular archetype.
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Involving the entire organization and setting 
clear targets
Without buy-in from every level of the organization, 
digital transformations are likely to lose momentum 
and fail. Already, many companies have invested 
millions of dollars in new digital platforms 
but achieve mediocre results because their 
salespeople are not on board and stick to their  
old ways. To help their new strategies take root, 
CEOs should communicate the goals of the 
program and set clear financial and operational 
targets. Leaders should also determine how each 
function will contribute to these goals and assign 
specific responsibilities. 

Keeping communication channels open to avoid 
functional silos
Companies must ensure that all functions and 
external partners are on the same page, since digital 
transformations will touch every aspect of their 
business. Consider the creation of an e-commerce 
platform. External partners may build the website, 
but manufacturing and logistics teams must also 

be involved because their systems will provide data 
about availability, lead times, and other relevant 
issues. Cross-functional collaboration is also 
essential for other tasks, such as linking online 
orders to sales and operations-planning processes 
and ensuring dynamic, consistent pricing across 
B2B channels.

In our analysis, we found that the digital leaders 
established cross-functional teams to avoid 
organizational silos and gave them the authority to 
make any necessary changes. They also helped 
channel partners and other external partners 
understand their new digital initiatives to build their 
support. Strong change management, guided by 
leaders, also helped because digital transformations 
have multiple moving parts, and a misstep in one 
area can derail the entire effort.

Putting the essential elements in place
B2B companies can facilitate their digital 
transformations by concentrating on six  
essential elements:

Exhibit 2

Illustrative customer-journey pain points

For each customer archetype, companies should map pain points
and digital solutions. 

Lack of internal technical 
expertise about important 
components

Purchase orders are only 
taken through PDFs, which 
must be printed, �lled out, 
and scanned; vendor emails 
con�rmation

Multiple shipment locations, 
all of which sometimes run 
out of inventory early

Customer can locate a 
shipment only by calling 
a vendor

Discover-phase solution
Detailed online catalogs; 
immediate online assistance 
from experts

Onboard-phase solution
Streamlined and digitized 
onboarding and assistance

Purchase-phase solution
Hassle-free, seamless
ordering

Postpurchase-phase solution
Seamless, transparent, real-time 
order tracking; better inventory 
management

Di culty �nding
product information 
and comparing options

Questions about 
orders can be made 
only during meetings 
or calls with sales
representatives

Customer’s team
must manually record 
receipt of product

Logistics of delivery 
must be discussed 
with vendor for every 
shipment

Often charged for 
unexpected overages, 
increasing budgets, 
and straining storage

Discover phase Onboard phase Purchase phase Postpurchase phase

For each customer archetype, companies should map pain points and  
digital solutions. 
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 — creation of a business-led technology road 
map that describes the overall vision for the 
transformation, sets priorities for different 
business domains, assesses capabilities, 
discusses potential partnerships, and outlines 
implementation steps

 — talent development, including the upskilling 
required to deliver the technology road map

 — agile delivery methodologies, which will allow 
companies to build relevant solutions rapidly and 
improve them over time

 — creation of a modern-technology environment 
to support data-rich applications and frequent 
software upgrades

 — data management and enrichment, which will 
maximize the value of technology solutions

 — driving the adoption and scaling of the 
transformation efforts, which will involve  
building a new operating model and funding 
relevant initiatives

Taking a phased approach to moving 
customers online
Companies should first identify key customer 
segments, determine what the customer journey 

looks like for each one, and create separate 
onboarding road maps. When determining which 
segments to target first, they should consider the 
ease of moving the customer journey online and 
the potential impact of this shift (for instance, the 
number of sales resources that would be freed up). 
Companies should also consider inherent risks, 
such as the possibility of losing a large account if a 
new e-commerce system has bugs.

A phased rollout, which only targets certain 
customer segments initially, will allow companies 
to learn from experience and make continuous 
enhancements to the platform as more customers 
are added. By the time the scale-out is complete, 
they will have fully optimized the e-commerce 
platforms that suit all major customer journeys.

Digital solutions can help every industrial company, 
but no single approach is right for all players. A 
small number of well-chosen initiatives that focus 
on customer needs and have clear targets is likely 
to produce better results than a wide-ranging 
program with amorphous goals that are not linked 
to customer impact. While it may be tempting to 
act rapidly, out of fear of being left behind, careful 
planning and a solid implementation strategy will 
carry the day. 
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