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Marketing and sales in the B2B chemical sector are slowly making their way into the
digital era. Especially in Europe the development is inhibited, as long established
firms set the tone by listening to their best customer only, relying on deeply embed-
ded routines and processes, and fostering their fear of cannibalization. In this arti-
cle, the author outlines the current structures of sales processes in the chemical
industry and presents a promising perspective for its digitalization by pointing out
the great potential of disruptive newcomers in the form of innovative startups free
from constraints of high-ranking incumbents.

1 Introduction current situation of the B2B sales sector in the Euro-
pean chemical industry and inhibitors for incum-
The ongoing digitalization does not stop at the bent firms to create disruptive innovations them-
Business-to-Business (B2B) sector. The internet is selves. In chapter three, the article portrays the
a key facilitator for entering the global market, but ongoing processes of digitalization, i.e. the devel-
it also entails several challenges. While new tech- opment of e-commerce solutions for chemicals,
nologies make it much easier to reach more cus- claiming that the mere shift to digital sales solu-
tomers or partners from all around the globe, it tions is just the first step to an efficient B2B sales
becomes more challenging to build stable partner- concept. Afterwards, the disruptive potential of
ships (Samiee, 2008). The abundance of informa- innovative startups and theirimpact on the indus-
tion available on the internet, makes global cus- try will be outlined. As an example of a young spin-
tomers often better informed and more attentive off on its way to innovate the chemical B2B sales
to cost efficient offers of new players on the glob- sector, the author proceeds with a portrait of the
al market.Thus, suppliers are put under increasing German company chembid, which is the first firm
price pressure and customer service and global net- tointroduce an all-in-one platform solution for the
works become increasingly relevant (Matthyssens global B2B market for chemicals and related serv-
et al., 2008). ices. The concept, functions and technologies of
This article sheds light on current issues the the platform in detail as well as the advantages of
European B2B chemical sector is facing. Digitaliza- such holistic approach to B2B e-commerce for the
tion and globalization are influencing the indus- chemical industry will be explained and an overview
try and presenting it with the challenge of success- of the main benefits the ‘chembid concept’ offers
fully mastering the step towards the digi-tal era. for commercial sellers as well as buyers of chemi-
The fields of research, production and processing cals is given. To conclude, we will summarize the
have benefited from new, digital technologies from key points of our argumentation for a holistic
the beginning, while e-solutions for the sales sec- approach to B2B e-commerce in the chemical B2B
tor seem to develop much slower (VCl and Deloitte, sales sector.”

2017). The aim of this article is to draw the atten-
tion of marketers, practitioners and managers of
the chemical industry to the possibilities a holistic
approach to B2B e-commerce offers for the chem-
ical sector. It will begin with a description of the
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Figure 1 Shares of regional B2B e-commerce gross merchandise volume (GMV) in 2017 (source: Statista 2017).
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2 Marketing and sales in the European
chemical industry

Considering the global revenues from e-com-
merce, i.e. the use of the internet to conduct busi-
ness transactions (Terzi,2011), the trend is obvious.
Between 2013 and 2017 the sales volume was expect-
ed to increase steadily. Last year, it was predicted
to reach an estimated generalized mean value of
US$ 7.661 million. Especially the regional distribu-
tion of this number, displayed in figure 1, reveals a
clear picture: 78.5 % are turned over in Asia, main-
ly China,and12.9 % in North America, while Europe
lags behind with only 3.6 % (Statista, 2017). With
the EU being the second biggest market in the
world according to its gross domestic product (GDP)
(International Monetary Fund, 2018),it is quite sur-
prising that the role Europe plays in B2B sales is
almost neglectable. It seems like Europe is on the
verge of missing the trend of the early 21st centu-
ry, while e-commerce is changing the working
processes of the digitalized sector in the rest of the
world (Terzi, 2011).

Taking a specific look at the chemical industry
this picture does not change much. Being part of
the ‘old economy’,changes do happen slower than
in other industries and focus on other areas, respec-
tively. Although, the number of investments is
increasing in general (CEFIC, 2017), the chemical
industry in Europe seems to lag one step behind
internationally when it comes to marketing and
sales (VCl and Deloitte, 2017). The industry still relies
onold principles, i.e. business is generally conduct-
ed on a person-to-person basis. Suppliers or cus-
tomers are acquired through extensive searches,
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contacted via phone and asked for quotes. Often,
several phone calls and meetings are necessary to
finally come to an agreement. The other way around
works similarly: suppliers send their sales person-
nel to potential buyers to promote their goods and
offers. Despite this extensive and time-consuming
effort for both sides, the numbers of quotes buy-
ers end up with as well as the conclusions of con-
tracts the sales persons achieve often remain rather
limited.

Once a contract is closed, it often results in a
long-lasting cooperation, as the finding process is
so complex as well as time-consuming. One could
argue that long-lasting partnerships ensure stable
businesses and should thus be beneficial for both
sides.And, indeed, for the decades when telephone
and fax were the most efficient communication
channels, this is true. In times of globalization and
interconnectedness, however, the benefits of per-
sonally knowing your supplier or customer cannot
outweigh the advantages of modern technologies.
Compared to the manifold possibilities opened up
by digital technologies, the traditional processes
appear rather slow, expensive and inefficient — not
to say outdated. Also, suppliers are often using the
opacity of the market for their benefit. The sales
person visiting potential customers makes individ-
ual offers for each one, considering the size of the
company, the insights the customer has on the pric-
ing of certain products and so forth.The results are
extensive negotiations about the conditions and
prices.
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3 Increasing number of marketplaces
and web shops for chemicals

Looking at the number of marketplaces and
web shops for chemicals on a global scale, there
appears to be an abundance. So far, Europe only
hosts a few promising but insignificant ones. Not
all of the global marketplaces are specialized in
chemicals only and they vary considerably in terms
of their size, range and amount of offers. In order
to get an overview of the various offers from dif-
ferent suppliers, commercial buyers of chemicals
have to search, visit and compare multiple web-
sites. Although, this process does save some time
compared to the acquisition by phone, it is basical-
ly just a direct shift from the interaction on a per-
son-to-person basis to a digital one. The informa-
tion on products and offers is not spread person-
ally but online, while buyers still have to search and
organize it themselves. This might be somewhat
more efficient, but it is still not close to what one
would expect from digital services. The more mar-
ketplaces and web shops for laboratory and/or
industrial supplies appear, the harder it gets to find
the best offer. Hence, the development of the B2B
e-commerce in the chemical sector is the direct
transformation of the established principles and
processes to digital platforms and communication
channels.Compared to other sectors and even our
private lives (e.g.travel websites, online shopping),
it does not seem to be the optimal solution.

4 The European chemical industry is on
the verge of being disrupted

While it was possible to rely on what worked
for decades, the European chemical industry, which
still is the third biggest in the world (CEFIC, 2017),
now faces the risk of losing the lucrative sales side.
What led those companies to be at the top once,
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ironically, is the very same thing enhancing the risk
of being disrupted by newcomers now (Christensen,
1997). Over the past decades, many upcoming com-
panies managed to outsmart incumbent players
in other industries by making use of technological
developments and/or radically rethinking business
models (Markides, 2006; Yu and Hang, 2010). And
first signs of a similar development for the chem-
ical industry are already on the horizon when shift-
ing the view to Asia or considering young and small
players in Europe. Relative newcomers put forward
innovation, introducing “a different set of features
and performance attributes” (Govindarajan and
Kopalle, 2006, p. 190). For the incumbent players
those new features and attributes are hard to
embrace for three main reasons:

1) Listeningto the best customers: Companies are
led in order to pursue sustaining the current suc-
cessful state instead of aiming for disruptive inno-
vation (Daneels,2004).In the past main customers
of chemical companies did not request digital solu-
tions on the marketing and sales side. Thus, the
companies were caught by them and shifted their
activities to the customers promising the highest
profit (Slater and Mohr, 2006). However, the (still)
best customers become older eventually, and a
young and technology-affine generation is con-
stantly growing into positions, where they have
the responsibility and the power to decide what to
buy from whom (Snyder and Hilal, 2015). This young
generation has been using e-commerce platforms
for years in their private life and has no reason to
make an exception for their business life. This gen-
eration of so-called millennials (aged between 18
and 34) is constantly striving for modernization to
improve their business’efficiency,i.e.they want to
achieve more in a shorter period of time compared
to their predecessors. In business life, efficiency is
considered the key for success and is rated higher

Figure 2 Share of people in B2B purchase positions by age groups (source: Snyder and Hilal, 2015).
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than personal relationships with sub-contractors
or suppliers.Young managers saw and experienced
the rapid development of digital technologies dur-
ing the past years and developed alongside it. More
and more companies are embracing the possibili-
ties the internet offers for their activities (Terzi,
20M). It has become normal to search for solutions
to any problem online, as it is direct, fast and effi-
cient. As shown in figure 2, the number of millen-
nials in purchase positions has increased by 70 %
from 2012 to 2014 (Snyder and Hilal,2015) and there
is no reason to assume that this trend has changed
during the past years.

2) Deeply embedded routines and processes: Long-
established principles are not suited for pursuing
disruptive innovation and need to be adapted (Ma-
cher and Richman, 2004; Nelson and Winter,1982).
In this case, routines and processes, especially, refer
to the ones applied for the evaluation of new ini-
tiatives (Assink,2006). Disruptive projects often do
not fulfill the company’s expectations in terms of
market size or return and are much more uncer-
tain at first. If disruptive projects are assessed by
the same criteria on a routinized basis, they might
get sorted out prematurely (Christensen,1997,2006).
Routines are capable of securing efficiency in a sta-
ble environment but show weaknesses during times
of change due to inflexibility (Nelson and Winter,
1982). Therefore, relevant routines and deeply
embedded processes can become obstacles decreas-
ing the manager’s ability in responding to disrup-
tive innovations (Adner and Snow, 2010; Hender-
son,2006).And if an initiative is not allocated with
sufficient resources, it is prone to fail (Bergek et al.,
2013). A study by KPMG (2016), conducted in Ger-
many, reveals that in many companies, the staff is
highly skeptical about new technologies. Afraid of
investing in the wrong technologies or their employ-
ees not accepting the potential innovation, exec-
utives barely include budget for digital transfor-
mation of the company in their business plans.
Without a budget, however, the number of quali-
fied personnel able to evaluate the potential of new
technologies and the benefits for the company
remains low. Then again, the lack of adequately
skilled employees to initiate and accelerate the dig-
ital progress of the company causes the skepticism
about new technologies (KPMG, 2016).

3) Fearof cannibalization: This fear describes the
effect of a firm’s product directly diminishing the
returns of another firm’s product (Schilling, 2010).
The willingness to execute projects possibly entail-
ing this effect is described as the “extent to which
afirmis prepared to reduce the actual or potential
value of its investments” (Chandy and Tellis, 1998,
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p. 475). Accordingly, the introduction of new busi-
ness models will be delayed, if company leaders
are not prepared to reduce the value of their cur-
rent business model and the fear of cannibalizing
their own sales, assets or organizational routines
prevails. Just like cost factors, this leads to a slow
implementation of new business models. This was
observed in the European chemical sector for a long
time as the incumbent players rarely came up with
own initiatives or undermined initiatives of other
players successfully. By creating or supporting busi-
ness models reducing the opacity of the market a
beneficial aspect for the suppliers would falter. The
organizational structures and the personnel are
tuned to work in the old opaque model. Turning to
a transparent model would render some invest-
ments obsolete by cannibalizing own sales.

Due to those inhibitors only 30 % of the medi-
um-sized companies in Germany have yet imple-
mented digital business models, according to sur-
vey studies by VCl and Deloitte (2017). The remain-
ing 70 % of the participants indicated that they
only expect minor changes to their business mod-
els due to the ongoing digital transformation.
Although, new distribution channels are often men-
tioned as important factors forimprovement.In a
recent study, Euroforum asked 50 experts from the
chemical sector about the digital transformation
of chemical companies. The survey revealed that
most of the participants see the most important
field forimprovements by digitalization in the sup-
ply chain management not in new business mod-
els (Euroforum, 2017). Accordingly, digital distribu-
tion models are implemented hesitantly. In addi-
tion to the general skepticism, the additional expens-
es for the creation and maintenance of a web shop
(which also requires an online marketing strategy
to effectively increase the range of the company)
are the main reasons for the hesitation. Many com-
panies lack the personnel resources for such proj-
ects. However, in order to comply with the expec-
tations of potential customers, online presence has
already become much more than just an extra serv-
ice. It is a necessity for professional businesses.They
can answer customer inquiries in real-time, adapt
new online offers, and analyze traffic and range.
This way, businesses can make use of the digitali-
zation to check their sales models, achieve pre-
dictable results, and generate long-lasting cus-
tomer relationships, despite the growing number
of competitors. Online marketplaces and web shops
become increasingly relevant for many sectors
(Euroforum, 2017).
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5 An agile startup without the
incumbent’s constraints presents an
all-in-one-platform solution

For years, the chemical industry mainly consist-
ed of established players, who, for a long time,
cemented their position on the market and did not
seem to leave room for smaller startups. With the
upheaval into a new, digital era, this is due to change.
An increasing number of startups strive to inno-
vate the chemical sector and help leading it into
the times of ‘marketing and sales 4.0". This also
applies for the first global metasearch engine for
chemicals and related services. A startup compa-
ny from northern Germany is the first to introduce
such a concept to the sector.

The founders of chembid know the problems
they want to tackle first-hand. Dealing with the
opaque and complex market situation every day,
the idea for a more efficient solution suited for the
new digital era arose.In 2016 the company was offi-
cially founded. It took one and a half years to design
and develop the metasearch engine and platform
of the same name, which went online in October
2017. The idea and the aim is to collect, organize,
and bundle commercial and technical information
on chemicals from all over the world into one web-
site, to make it easily accessible and guarantee sim-
ple and fast processing. In contrast to the incum-
bents chembid is not limited by its past. Hence, the
company is not constrained by static routines ora
fear of cannibalization and the team can strive to
develop a disruptive innovation for the future cus-
tomers (Weiblen and Chesborough, 2015). Follow-
ing this target would have been hard to accom-
plish staying along the beaten track.

5.1 The first metasearch engine for chemicals

The backbone of the platform is a metasearch
engine. And although the technology itself is not
new, it is new to the chemical industry and was
adjusted tofit the demands of it. The platform can
be found and visited like any other website on the
internet.Trafficis generated from generalist online
search engines, social media networks or other
websites (e.g. via online marketing campaigns), etc.
Being a highly specialized search engine itself, it
can schematically be placed one level above the
respective marketplaces for chemicals and the sup-
pliers’ individual web shops, if available. The data
is gathered in two distinct ways. On the one hand
the relevant websites are searched for suitable
offers by the intelligent search engine. So-called
web crawlers are used to automatically search for
product information from thousands of offers
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worldwide. On the other hand the platform uses
application programming interfaces (API), which
allow for the simple linking with other databases.
Via those APIs, providers of marketplaces or web
shops can easily,i.e. manually in a few steps or even
automatically, transfer their offers onto the meta
platform.The information is then made available
in a single overview and can be narrowed down
with chemical-specific filter functions.

On this meta-level of the search engine, the
platformis not a direct competitor for online mar-
ketplaces for chemicals, but simply bundles the
information from various competitive marketplaces
on one website. Partnerships with marketplaces
and suppliers with their own web shops are even
desired, as it ensures the accuracy of the informa-
tion and offers. Being listed on the platform does
not take away traffic, as all offers are linked to the
original website, where purchases can be carried
out as usual. However, the platform does offer its
own marketplace for further opportunities as well.
The search engine does not prioritize offers from
the inbuilt marketplace, though, as this would dis-
rupt its main purpose of creating more market
transparency.

In addition to the product database a supplier
database is included as well and can be browsed,
too. The suppliers are linked to their respective
chemicals and related services.This data is used to
create a comprehensive worldwide data-base of
supplier profiles and their products and online
offers. Besides generating a value for itself as being
the first index to link suppliers with their actual
online offers, it is a highly important building block
for the sourcing tool, which is another innovative
feature of the platform.

5.2 Sourcing tool - reversing the market

The online sourcing tool for chemicals and relat-
ed services can help both vendors and buyers to
increase their efficiency. Buyers can place their
demands, wait for the responses of suppliers and
compare the quotes in a standardized overview to
choose the best offer. Vendors on the other hand
can save on sales force, who would usually contact
every potential buyer. They can send quotes fitted
tothe buyer’s request.This is somewhat reversing
the market situation, but it also helps create a more
balanced distribution of power. So far, so old. The
unique point is derived from the combination of
the gathered supplier and product data and an
algorithm finding suitable suppliers for the prod-
uct in question. The algorithm will check for sup-
pliers fulfilling the specific criteria of the request.
For example, typical amounts of the suppliers are
compared to the amount requested. Accomplish-
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ing a more and more accurate algorithm will be a
big step towards connecting buyers with poten-
tially interested sellers only fully automatically.

5.3 Market statistics - big data, small effort

Since the process of providing such services
includes the collection of a vast amount of data, it
is used to create useful market statistics as an extra
service for the users. While it was a time-consum-
ing process to get reliable price information due to
the lack of market transparency in the past, the
data gathered by the web crawlers allow for the
reliable computation of past prices, average pric-
es or future trends. Based on this data, the statis-
tical tool offers the possibility to create clear tables
and graphs according to the users’desired criteria.
This automatically delivers a representative result
from a big pool of suppliers rather than from a few
who need to be called manually. The possibility to
handle big data for the chemical B2B sales sector
is made easily accessible for the users.

5.4 Artificial intelligence - virtual agent

In order to guarantee the best search results
possible, Artificial Intelligence (Al) plays a signifi-
cant role in the form of machine learning algo-
rithms monitoring the users’ search behavior and
adapting the search results according to their needs
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and preferences. Due to the abundance of offers,
this saves users additional time, as it helps to find
products for certain cases. At first, this feature can
help rudimentary, but over time, with more and
more data gathered, the Al will be able to advise
in more advanced cases and serve as a virtual agent.
As one of the main goals of the platform is to
increase efficiency, the usage of Al/machine learn-
ing is vital to accelerate the processes while still
providing qualitative results.

5.5 Advantages for buyers and suppliers

As a result of the ongoing digitalization and
globalization in all sectors, vendors are put under
increasing pressure (Matthyssens et al.,2008).They
need to cope with a growing number of competi-
tors from all around the globe as well as the high
expectations of their customers. To stay competi-
tive, they need to strive for more coordination and
collaboration among supply chain partners to in-
crease efficiencies in supply chain management
(Terzi, 201). An online platform solution, offering
new distribution channels for sellers, can help firms
to easily expand their range without requiring addi-
tional resources for e-commerce and online mar-
keting (provided they chose a widely renowned
marketplace). The unique all-in-one solution from
Germany, for instance, had approx. 25,000 unique
visitors in May 2018, while the projected number

Figure 3 User development on chembid (source: own representation based on Google analytics).
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of users for August 2018 is estimated to be 45,000.
Due to the usage of cloud computing the model is
easily scalable and there is no hard limit to those
numbers. The platform can thus be a useful addi-
tion to existing marketing and sales solutions. New
leads are automatically acquired, so that market-
ing resources and sales force can be reduced. Addi-
tionally, the marketplace can serve as an alterna-
tive to an individual web shop or as an addition to
it.

After creating a user account and being verified
by the provider, product or service offers can either
manually or automatically be uploaded onto the
inbuilt marketplace. Big amounts of data, e.g. a
supplier’s whole range of products, can be uploaded
in bulks. All offers can be found on the metasearch
engine. Offers from the inbuilt marketplace are
highlighted, for better findability of verified ven-
dors. The number of current available offers, i.e.
1.8 million, and the 60,000 represented suppliers
from more than 160 different countries, prove the
platform’s potential.

The advantages of a global metasearch engine
for commercial buyers of chemicals are quite
straightforward as well: Buyers are usually the ones
actively seeking for information and the best offer.
Upon entering the name or CAS number of a prod-
uct into the search bar, they will receive a compre-
hensive list of suitable offers from online market-
places and websites worldwide. Various filtering
options, e.g. place, price, quality and measurement
unit, allow for further specification of the search
request. Results can be sorted by price or relevance.
Clicking on the search result will directly lead to
the supplier’s website or the marketplace the offer
can be found on.

6 Summary and conclusion

= Digitalization reaches out to the B2B market-
ing and sales sector and makes no exception
for the chemical industry. European chemical
companies, though, do not pursue sufficient
digital initiatives. By going on conducting busi-
ness in the old ways and without preparing for
what is to come, other players —especially from
Asia —might pace them out.

= Asian companies already developed an abun-
dance of marketplaces and offer chemical prod-
ucts online.The growing number of those mar-
ketplaces leads to a mere transformation of
the old, time-consuming and inefficient process-
es to digital channels.

= Three main factors are limiting incumbent
European players in starting their own initia-
tives seriously: Listening to the best customers,
deeply embedded routines and processes and
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fear of cannibalization. Hence, only 30% have
implemented digital business models so far.

= Asayoung startup, chembid is not limited by
the incumbent’s constraints and is, thus, a good
example for a potentially disrupting innova-
tion for the B2B sales sector of the chemical
industry. The company developed the first
metasearch engine for chemicals and related
services. Its main purpose is to create full mar-
ket transparency by organizing and making
accessible chemical offers from the web.

= Besides other advantages this approach serves
suppliers with an increased range and buyers
with more and better market information.

= Among other features the holistic ‘chembid
concept’also includes market statistics based
on big data techniques and a sourcing tool run
by Al.By combining modern technologies, it is
aimed to co-create the future of chemical busi-
nesses regarding marketing and sales.
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