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INTRODUCTION
IT’S TIME TO GET TO GRIPS WITH  
B2B E-COMMERCE

Traditionally, B2B businesses have lagged behind B2C organisations 
when it comes to doing business online. In part that’s due to a 
variety of concerns relating to cost, the complexity of integrating 
existing technologies and processes, and plain old simple lack of 
know-how.

But there’s also a perception that investing in an e-commerce 
platform is perhaps an unnecessary expense that’s beyond the 
realistic reach of most B2B organisations.

Yet we’re living in an era of digital disruption and innovation. Which 
means it’s time to shift mindsets and understand how your buyers – 
and competitors - are behaving in today’s digital landscape.

Today’s buyers are happily making work-related purchases on B2C 
websites and paying direct using their own credit cards - rather 
than using purchase orders and invoices.

That’s why getting to grips with B2B commerce could prove a 
game changer - and why lagging on the sidelines risks being left 
out in the cold. Especially when you’re up against forward thinking 
competitors, who are pushing forward with e-commerce platforms 
designed to deliver against the expectations of today’s new breed 
of B2B buyers.

1 Future of B2B Online Retailing, Frost & Sullivan, December 2014

The B2B ecommerce market is evolving fast. Indeed, analyst firm 
Frost & Sullivan projects global B2B online retail will reach $6.7 
trillion by 2020  - that’s double the B2C online market size.1

Clearly, the pressure is on companies to sell online to other 
companies, and there are multiple drivers for this change, including:

[[ a growing expectation among companies to conduct buying 
online

[[ buyers looking to undertake procurement transactions through 
the Internet instead of electronic data interchange (EDI)

[[ the growing popularity of e-marketplaces such as Alibaba.com 
and AmazonBusiness.com

[[ the emergence of a newly empowered breed of end-user B2B 
buyers.

Still not convinced? Perhaps our Six Noble Truths will convince 
you it’s time to change your thinking.

In this paper we take a look at the current state of play of B2B 
ecommerce and highlight how money savings can potentially be 
made by switching to a commerce site.

DIGITALIZATION HOLDS A VARIETY OF PROMISES

Taken from Intershop E-Commerce Report 2015, Figure 8: “What opportunities do you see in the digitalization of business (smart production or 
digital commerce)?”
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TRUTH # 1
MORE AND MORE B2B BUYERS 
PREFER TO SHOP ONLINE

At Intershop we’ve been tracking the dramatic change in B2B buyer 
behaviours for some time now. 

As consumers become ever-more comfortable researching, making 
purchasing decisions and ultimately buying online in the B2C 
environment, it’s only natural that they’d expect a similarly easy 
online buying experience in the workplace.

And a recent Forrester study  confirms there’s a new breed of 
corporate buyer at work – one that’s increasingly taking purchasing 
decisions independently of corporate purchasing channels.

Say hello to ‘end-user buyers’ who are proliferating across enterprise 
organisations and SMBs alike. Tired of being inconvenienced 
by procurement teams, they’re going online to track down the 
products and services they need.

These ‘user buyers’ prefer to go direct whenever they can, using 
digital channels to seek out suppliers who can provide the services 
and products they need quickly and conveniently. Because, as it 
turns out, today’s time pressed B2B buyer prefers the convenience 
and speed of self-service e-commerce sites. The other important 
buyer behaviour to observe is that buying online means not having 
to talk to anyone. It’s quick and simple – and this is cited as of 
growing importance to B2B buyers. 

And that presents a major opportunity for B2B sellers looking to 
penetrate deeper into B2B organisations – or steal market share 
from B2C sites that target these buyers as consumers.

Because the fact is that B2B sellers are no longer competing just 
with other suppliers. The competitive landscape is changing, with 
direct-to-customer manufacturers, Internet pure plays and B2C 
organisations – like Amazon, Google and eBay – all looking to 
exploit this fast growing base of end-user customers.

Indeed, Forrester found that 18% of end-user buyers begin their 
research – and go on to finalise purchases – on popular consumer 
websites.2 

There’s never been a more pressing reason for B2B sellers to market 
to – and directly own – the relationship with end-user buyers.

And that means providing a convenient and appropriate online 
experience that engages buyers and drives loyalty.

2 The Rise of the Empowered B2B End-User Buyer, Forrester Research, 2014
3 Forrester Consulting, US B2B eCommerce Forecast 2015 to 2020, April 2015

B2B BUYER TRENDS

There’s a change in the air. Today’s B2B buyers are buying more 
online than through phone and offline channels. Things are 
evolving fast.

Forrester Research3 projects that in 2015 US manufacturers, 
wholesalers and distributors will sell $780 billion to other 
companies via the web – more than twice the figure released by 
the US Department of Commerce for 2014. And this growth is set to 
accelerate until it reaches $1.13 trillion in 2020.

So while B2B commerce may still be in its infancy, it’s growing fast. 

Large and international enterprises are already migrating services 
like aftermarket, support and lead generation to online platforms. 
Now they’re looking to move from legacy systems like EDI to online 
platforms where buyers and sellers can meet to transact goods and 
services.

From private portals that enable merchants to place orders with 
registered suppliers, to wholesale sites that target business owners, 
the richness and variety of emerging B2B commerce models is 
impressive.

In the mid-sized and SME space, more and more businesses are 

Taken from: www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/the-changing-face-
b2b-marketing.html

89% of buyers use the Internet during the B2B 
research process

71% of buyers start to research potential 
purchases on a generic query

TRUTH # 2
LARGE OR SMALL, 
EVERYONE’S DOING IT ONLINE
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launching B2C type e-commerce sites designed to match their 
customers’ buying habits. They’re also applying lessons learnt from 
the B2C world, especially when it comes to the customer experience. 
As a consequence, SEO, search and navigation, detail rich product 
pages, imagery, mobile and simple check out processes are proving 
a big hit with buyers. 

Still don’t think B2B e-commerce is important? Well, where the public 
sector leads, industry follows. And the widespread emergence of 
e-government initiatives supporting online transactions for citizens 
and businesses across Europe is setting the tone for things to come, 
powering a wave of e-commerce development and momentum.

In the UK alone, there are now separate systems for the Scottish, 
Welsh and Northern Irish governments, as well as the NHS and 
Inland Revenue. The EU’s Digital 2020 initiative means the UK 
government – like its European counterparts - is driving enhanced 
internet and e-citizen services, while looking to stimulate UK B2B 
participation in the global digital economy.

Speaking of Europe, according to the European Commission’s 
Digital Agenda Scorecard report for 2015, European and Nordic 
companies are already well on track when it comes to embracing 
B2B e-commerce and pursuing new digital opportunities.

Now that should ring alarm bells for UK businesses, which risk 
being left in the doldrums if they don’t move with the momentum 
of change.

 
BUYERS ARE DOING IT ON LINE

Taken from Forrester/Internet retailer research – see www.
internetretailer.com/2015/04/02/new-report-predicts-1-trillion-
market-us-b2b-e-commerce

56% of B2B buyers expect to complete over half of 
all purchases online by 2017

B2B e-commerce sales are on course to grow at 
7.7% annually until 2020.

74% of B2B buyers today research 
at least half of their work related 
purchases online – and 30% 
completed at least half of all work 
related purchases online

TRUTH # 3
B2B E-COMMERCE ISN’T ALL ABOUT  
CHANNEL SHIFT

Concerns about channel conflict and cannibalisation are misplaced. 
Research shows that the more channels customers have to buy 
from, the more money they spend – and the more loyal they are.

Giving customers the ability to manage an order, track status 
and make changes online generates additional revenue that 
complements more traditional offline routes to market like face-to-
face sales.

Alongside a 44% increase in average order value, companies report 
that 31% of B2B e-commerce is incremental.

As we’ve seen, there’s a new corporate buyer in play who’s less 
inclined to use ‘green screen’ procurement technology. These new 
end-user buyers include directors, departmental heads and typical 
‘end users’ – and they’re making more and more ‘spot purchases’ 
direct and online.

Ignore this at your peril, because ‘spot buying’ now represents up 
to 20% of an enterprise’s total purchasing spend – and industry 
pundits say this figure is set to rise.

Those companies that have already embraced digital enablement 
confirm that the ability to undertake more customer engagements 
equates to more sales.

They’re using online commerce to make sure products are always 
visible to potential buyers during decision making process, 
delivering high resolution imagery, detailed specifications, 3D 
videos and more to support buyers. What’s more, they say the ability 
to deliver customer specific pricing and enable personalisation all 
helps enhance the good old-fashioned conversations that take 
place during face-to-face meetings with buyers and influencers.

Fact is you should be leveraging your ecommerce platform to 
deliver a world of useful tools, applications and capabilities to 
the sales teams – everything from analytics and reporting to 
configuration, price and quote capabilities that make it easy for 
them to support customers to order – and re-order – online and at 
a time that’s convenient for them.
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THE B2B REVENUE ACCELERATION EFFECT

Taken from Forrester/Internet retailer research – see www.
internetretailer.com/2015/04/02/new-report-predicts-1-trillion-
market-us-b2b-e-commerce

TRUTH # 4
THE COST AND EFFICIENCY MYTH

While many businesses have happily embraced new digital 
innovations like social media to boost brand visibility, generate 
traction and build stronger relationships with customers and 
prospects, it’s surprising so many are backwards at coming forwards 
when it comes to e-commerce adoption.

Their argument? Online commerce represents an unnecessary 
cost – especially when existing channels are already successfully 
generating revenue.

Setting aside the fact that the competitive landscape is changing, 
and that new players on the block – like traditional B2C marketplaces 
like Amazon and so forth – are muscling in on the action, let’s take a 
look at how e-commerce can help eliminate the inefficiencies that 
cost businesses dear.

First of all, managing all those paper based orders and phone 
enquiries means there’s often a large – and expensive – 
administrative team on the payroll. Manual processing and mail 
orders create internal pressures to perform, and the potential for 
human error in order processing is well acknowledged. 

57% of buying decisions are made prior to 
engaging with Sales – B2B sites need sales tools 
that assist the buying process

Companies report that migrating 
B2B customers online results in 
a 44% increase in average order 
value

60% of B2B companies say their 
B2B buyers spend more overall 
when they interact through 
multiple channels

Orders that come in online are less expensive to process and less 
error prone – and customers aren’t limited to ordering during office 
hours only. What’s more, sales and customer service reps have more 
time to focus on strategic activities if they are not dealing with 
transactional orders or inventory questions. Plus, there’s no more 
need to print and post expensive catalogues.

Giving customers the ability to self-service – placing orders, making 
changes and tracking order status – eliminates incoming phone call 
volumes and frees sales staff for more productive purposes. It also 
exposes them to upsell and cross sell online prompts that can help 
expand average order value.

As we’ve seen, end-user buyers represent a major new opportunity 
that’s additional to the traditional purchasing teams you already 
deal with. Reaching this diverse audience means having a 
transactional online presence in play that captures these ‘on the 
spot’ buying needs.

Opening a channel for online acquisition creates new ways to 
market and reach customers. As well as extending your reach in 
local markets, a web presence is a proven low cost way to open the 
door to lucrative new international and global markets – while still 
trading offline.

THE COST/EFFICIENCY FACTS

Again, see Forrester report highlights www.internetretailer.
com/2015/04/02/new-report-predicts-1-trillion-market-us-b2b-e-
commerce

B2B companies introducing self-service 
e-commerce features have slashed the cost of 
serving and selling to customers by as much as 
90%

52% say they’ve decreased their support costs 
by migrating offline customers online – and that 
customers are more loyal

56% also say they now have customers they can 
only profitably serve online



Cloud-based services
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E-commerce platforms
48%

Mobile applications 
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65%
Customer satisfaction

64%
Revenue growth
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TRUTH # 5
YOUR COMPETITORS ARE DOING IT

While you’re sitting on the fence, you can be sure your competitors 
are well underway initiating a B2B online commerce presence. That 
risks customer leakage as your B2B buyers make the switch to other 
providers who are offering a more convenient way to buy.

In today’s connected marketplace, online and SEO is important for 
brand equity. Making it easier for prospects and customers to find 
you.

Also, when it comes to cost-per-sale, an online commerce platform 
opens the way to automating processes across the business and the 
extended supply chain. Enabling more profitable operations for all.

In the workplace, buyers are spending more of their time in front 
of screens and on mobiles. They now expect that ‘in the moment’ 
convenience they are a customend to when shopping privately 
when doing business too. According to Forrester, today’s buyers are 
using multiple devices to undertake their research and purchases; 
almost 90% use their desktop/laptop, 69% confirm they also use a 
tablet device, and 51% are happy using their smartphone for work-
related purchases.

In this brave new world, what’s your unique selling point going 
to be? The customer experience and service perhaps? If so, then 
perhaps it’s time to allow your customers to buy with you with the 
same ease they encounter when making B2C purchases.

There’s never been a better time to establish an online presence. 
Viewing it as part of a long-term growth strategy and core to a truly 
multi-channel offering.

It’s time to wake up to the fact that the race is on. Because making 
an impact in – and fully exploiting the digital sphere – comes with 
high rewards if managed correctly. Going digital and adopting 
an e-commerce model is becoming the norm, and you may find 
yourself at a competitive disadvantage if you don’t implement a 
commerce platform soon.

RIPE FOR B2B INVESTMENT

Taken from Intershop E-Commerce Report 2015, Figure 5: “Which of 
the following tools or capabilities has your company invested in the 
last 12 months?"

TRUTH # 6
SIMPLICITY AND AUTOMATION 
ACCELERATE TIME-TO-VALUE

As the pressure mounts on businesses to participate in the world 
of online commerce, it’s essential to ensure you have a platform 
in place that delivers powerful and flexible services, streamlines 
internal processes and delivers a state-of-the-art shopping 
experience across a range of touch points – including mobile.

But making the move can seem like a daunting prospect. 

At Intershop we know that enabling partner-specific catalogues and 
pricing is a challenge, and that delivering the experiential ‘digital-
first’ excellence today’s buyers expect represents a big challenge.

The good news is that you don’t have to do everything at once. 
Especially if you put in place a platform that’s designed to evolve 
as your e-commerce strategy matures. Whether you want a fully 
configurable commerce suite or a something smaller, it needn’t be 
difficult to do.

1. Simplicity and speed is important – fast implementation and 
time-to-market is essential for those new to e-commerce.

2. Your ecommerce platform needs to be easy to buy, deploy 
and use –you need an out-of-the-box offering that delivers 
impressive functionality.

3. Simple, fair pricing is key – you need an affordable solution that 
offers ongoing cost scalability and low maintenance effort.

PRESSURE TO PERFORM

Taken from Intershop E-Commerce Report 2015, Figure 7: "What 
metrics does your organization use to measure success in B2B 
commerce?"

The most frequently used metrics being utilized 
by B2B include:



54% being able to sell 
to new customers

46% generating more sales 
and sales per rep

41% providing quick access 
to relevant information

Intershop is the leading independent provider of innovative and comprehensive omni-channel 
commerce solutions. 
How do you achieve ambitious goals in times of change? All you need is a partner who can help 
make complexity simple. Unlock your potential with the exciting possibilities of Intershop’s unrivaled 
technology and extensive market knowledge.
For more information on our solutions and services, visit www.intershop.com.

Intershop Communications AG
Intershop Tower
07740 Jena, Germany
Phone: +49 3641 50-0
Fax: +49 3641 50-1111
info@intershop.com
www.intershop.com

ABOUT INTERSHOP
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IN SUMMARY
NO E-COMMERCE PLATFORM = NO BUSINESS

It’s time to ditch the sales force mentality and position your business 
for participation in the online commerce world. 

Because today’s B2B buyers are buying more and more online – and 
more and more end-user buyers are entering the fray. 

This new breed of savvy B2B buyer expects the right experience, 
information and support – plus the convenience of self-service 
e-commerce sites. What’s more, they’re using smartphones and 
other mobile devices to research and buy the products and services 
they need.

The rapid development of the B2B market means businesses need 
to move quickly – or risk losing ground against direct competitors 
or the new B2B selling sites and marketplaces that are emerging.

As we’ve seen, it’s not just a race against time – companies that 
have already embraced an e-commerce platform have achieved 
significant savings in the form of cost-of-sales efficiencies. And in 
the process they’ve captured incremental revenue and markets, 
while establishing stronger bonds with their existing customer 
base.

B2B CHANNEL DELIVERING ONE OR MORE BENEFITS 

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

Need to do some more informed reading to find out what 
you need to be thinking about when starting your B2B 
commerce journey? Our e-commerce report "Heading for the 
Next Frontier: The Digitalization of B2B" takes you to what 
needs to be front of mind as you prepare your business case: 
www.intershop.com/e-commerce-report

The benefits most likely to have already been 
seen are:

Taken from Intershop E-Commerce Report 2015, Figure 11: Analysis 
of the benefits that have been seen and are expected to be seen as a 
result of implementing a digital B2B channel.


