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Abstract 
 

Digitalization has become the most relevant megatrend in the 21st century, affecting 

almost all industries in the global economy. It has fundamentally changed the way how 

we use information, communicate with each other and conduct transactions. Hereby, 

digital technologies enable us to work more efficient, increase our productivity and save 

time. In parallel, digitalization offers new opportunities for innovations. For instance, by 

using artificial intelligence, big data models or the Internet of Things (IoT) we can solve 

complex challenges and make our everyday lives easier. (Digitales Institute, 2023) 

 

This is also true for companies in industrial B2B value chains. They enter into the new 

age of Industry 4.0 where corporations, interactions and processes become very 

smart. (Michael E. Porter, 2015) Even though previous studies have provided valuable 

insights to the topic of digitalization in the B2C context, the research community still 

sees gaps remaining in the industrial B2B environment as the number of empirical 

insights is limited. Especially the impact on established business models and how they 

need to be transformed to fully leverage the benefits of digital technologies seems to 

be less understood. (Ritter & Lund Pedersen, 2020) Also the implication of 

digitalization on sub-elements of business models i.e., value creation, value delivery 

and value capture requires further research.  

 

This dissertation aims to shed light on the question how to manage the impact of 

digitalization on companies' business model and its operating model in the industrial 

B2B value chain. Hereby, the research focus will be on sales and marketing activities. It 

also analyses the potential to design business model innovations based on digital 

technologies. 

 
Key Words: Digitalization; Disruption; Value Chain; Digital Transformation; Business 

Model Innovation; Operating Model 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

Contents 
Abstract .................................................................................................................................. 3 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 5 

1.1 Identification of the Research Gap ........................................................................... 5 

1.2 Research Design ...................................................................................................... 6 

1.3 Hypotheses as basis for research in B2B industries ................................................ 6 

2 Theoretical Background and Literature Review ............................................... 6 

2.1 Testing the Hypotheses for the Chemical Distribution Industry ................................ 6 

2.2 Testing the Hypotheses for the Automotive Industry ................................................ 8 

2.3 Testing the Hypotheses for the Pharma and Healthcare Industry .......................... 10 

3 Empirical Research and Analysis ...................................................................... 12 

3.1 Research Methodology ........................................................................................... 12 

3.2 Impact of Digitalization on the Chemical Distribution Industry ................................ 14 

3.3 Impact of Digitalization on the Automotive Industry ................................................ 23 

3.4 Impact of Digitalization on the Pharma and Healthcare Industry ............................ 29 

3.5 Comparative Cross-Industry Analysis .................................................................... 32 

4 Conclusion and Recommendation .................................................................... 40 

4.1 Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 40 

4.2 Recommendation for Business Leaders in B2B Industries .................................... 43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

1 Introduction 
1.1 Identification of the Research Gap 

 

Digitalization has emerged to one of the most influential megatrends of the 21st 

century, fundamentally reshaping societies, cultures, and entire ecosystems. The 

ongoing digital transformation as part of the industrial revolution (Industry 4.0) impacts 

whole value chains and business models of companies across all industries. It changes 

the way how established business is conducted and how companies create, deliver 

and capture value. There are multiple opportunities but also challenges which come 

along with those digital technologies. It is crucial for companies in B2B industries to be 

prepared for the ongoing change. Those organizations who are capable to transform 

their business model accordingly to the new circumstances of the digital age or who 

can even design a business model innovation based on these technologies can 

become a frontrunner on this digital journey. They have the chance to reach new 

revenue streams which help them to outperform their peers in efficiency and revenue 

growth. The research society has spent many efforts in elaborating the impact of 

digitalization on the B2C sector. The field of research around digitalization and its 

impact on business models in B2B industries is relatively premature. Especially the 

way how established B2B market players need to transform their existing business 

models to meet the new customer demands and market requirements, how digital 

technologies need to be orchestrated with traditional parameters of a B2B business 

model and how they can benefit from those digital innovations in terms of efficiency 

gains and revenue growth seems to be less understood. (Rachinger, et al., 2018). It is 

subject to the research society to provide answers on the questions how organizations 

in the B2B environment need to prepare for the digital age. (Bouwman, et al., 2017) 

This dissertation aims to shed light on the question how to manage the impact of 

digitalization on companies' business model and its operating model. The focus will be 

on sales and marketing operations in the B2B value chain. The dissertation also 

analyses scenarios of business model innovations and how they evolve from digital 

technologies. The outcome of this dissertation will be a comprehensive transformation 

framework designed for business leaders in B2B industries, providing strategic 

guidance for effectively navigating digital transformation.  
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1.2 Research Design 
 

A mixed method approach has been conducted for this dissertation which reviews on 

the one hand the existing literature and which validates on the other hand the findings 

of the literature review with explorative research insights.  

The explorative research method will be conducted via qualitative interviews with 

Business Experts of the Chemical Distribution Industry, Automotive Industry and the 

Pharma & Healthcare industry. For this qualitative research part, a selective number 

of 24 Business Experts across these industries will be interviewed to collect first-hand 

information around the research gap. Basis for the qualitative interview sessions is a 

survey developed in close connection to the below listed corresponding four 

hypotheses.  

 

1.3 Hypotheses as basis for research in B2B industries 
 

H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business models. 
 
H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing business models. 
 
H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations. 
 
H4: Digital readiness of B2B companies is low and differs from their vision statements. 

 

2 Theoretical Background and Literature Review 
2.1 Testing the Hypotheses for the Chemical Distribution Industry 

 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Chemical Distribution Industries. 

A survey published by McKinsey, Simon-Kucher and Statista in 2020 shows that 85% 

of B2B customers prefer to order and re-order online. 64% of B2B companies request 

online services like track & trace. 70% of the purchase activities of B2B companies are 

spend on product and price search. Even more interesting is the fact that 55% 

interviewed companies expect that half of the turnover in the B2B industry will be 

generated via e-commerce solutions e.g. web shops and platforms in the next years. 

Authors of another case study even see a revolution evolving from the new digital 

technologies which have the potential to radically change the way how business is 
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conducted in the chemical value chain. To conclude on the mentioned examples 

above, it seems that digital technologies have a strong impact on business models in 

the chemical distribution industry. Therefore, the hypothesis H1 can be seen as proven 

from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Chemical Distribution Industry. 

A market analysis of the chemical distribution market provided by Grand View 

Research, Inc., confirms that digital technologies support in the area of online retailing, 

order fulfilment, inventory forecasting and e-commerce. Herewith it is possible to lower 

costs for chemical distributors and chemical manufacturers. One example is given in 

the area of online platforms. B2B marketplace enables customers to order selective 

chemical products in a smart and convenient way. (Grand View Research, Inc., 2020) 

Similar examples can be found on the online marketplaces CheMondis. Chemical 

distributors like Brenntag, Biesterfeld, Chemiekontor or companies for special 

chemicals like Lancess AG have set up their own storefront on CheMondis and offer 

their product portfolio to the EMEA market. The adaptation of an external online 

platforms as additional lead funnel helps chemical distributors to reach new customers. 

This makes the lead generation process more efficient and successful. (CheMondis, 

2024) To conclude on the mentioned examples above, it seems that digital 

technologies not just impact existing business models in the chemical distribution 

industry. Digital technologies also stimulate the transformation of existing business 

models. Therefore, the hypothesis H2 can be seen as proven from the literature point 

of view. 

Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the 

Chemical Distribution Industry. 

One predominant example of a business model innovation can be seen in online 

marketplaces. Tech companies as well as start-ups like CheMondis, Pinpools, 

Chembid, Knowde or Kemgo have entered the stage in recent years and have truly 

revolutionized the chemical value chain. The author of the Journal of Business 

Chemistry confirms that various online marketplaces and web shops have been 

established for chemical products in the recent years which are clear competitors to 

the established distributors. Those new start-ups rethink traditional business models 

and offer innovative online services such as e-tendering, product and supplier search 

and purchasing based on digital technologies. (Koehn, 2018) To conclude on the 
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mentioned examples above, it seems that digital technologies also foster business 

model innovations. Therefore, the hypothesis H3 can be seen as proven from the 

literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Chemical Distribution 

Industry is low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

A case study provided by McKinsey demonstrates that only 10% of B2B companies 

see the digitalization of their business model as their top three investment. That’s why 

the budgets they plan for digital transformation is rather low. One reason for this 

phenomenon is seen in the fact that 76 percent of senior managers of B2B 

organizations underestimate the impact of digitalization on their business model as 

well as their operating model. Further on, the study outlines that only 6 percent of B2B 

companies in the global economy have a mobile strategy compared to 30 percent of 

B2C companies. It seems that most of the B2B organizations haven’t anticipated clear 

actions to digitalize their respective business model. As a consequence, those 

companies are facing multiple challenges to manage their business operations and to 

stay competitive in a changing market environment. Consequently, they are unable to 

adopt digital technologies like mobile applications, online shops or chatbots which are 

needed. (Harrison, et al., 2017) To summarize the mentioned examples above, it 

seems that the digital readiness of the established companies in the chemical value 

chain is generally low. Therefor, the hypothesis H4 can be seen as proven from the 

literature point of view and with focus on the established chemical distributors.  

 

2.2 Testing the Hypotheses for the Automotive Industry 
 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Automotive Industries. 

Several mega trends are simultaneously disrupting the entire automotive value chain 

and set business models of established OEMs under pressure. The most impactful 

mega trend can be seen in digitalization. This process seems to affect the entire value 

chain. New market players like Tesla, Uber and LYFT have identified the huge potential 

of digitalization. That’s why these new market players have entered the automotive 

market step by step while offering interconnected digital solutions which help them to 

gain new revenue pools. Other tech. giants like Apple and Google but also smaller 

start-ups have started investigations around new mobility solutions. Those new 
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competitors do not carry the burden of analogue setups like traditional OEMs do with 

their high fix cost structure. Therefore, established car manufacturers are forced to 

speed up and start transforming their analogue business models to the digital age. The 

automotive industry is shifting from technical developments to digital transformation. 

(Pham, 2021) To conclude on the referred literature above, it seems that digital 

technologies do have a significant impact on the automotive industry. Therefore, the 

hypothesis H1 can be seen as proven from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Automotive Industry. 

A case study provided by Deloitte stated that the automotive industry is undergoing a 

massive transformation. New technologies like genAI, IoT, robotics and the 

omnipresence of mobile devices have enabled companies to become more efficient. 

(Deloitte, 2020) Another automotive study provided by Simon-Kucher echoes the 

effect. One outcome of the study shows that 80% of the respondents initiate their 

purchase journey online. This can include the web search, the use of online 

configurators, virtual show rooms and other online channels. Nevertheless, 75% of the 

respondence still prefer to close the deal offline. Customers obviously prefer a hybrid 

approach of online and offline elements when buying a car. This means that car 

dealerships still maintain a relevant aspect in the purchase journey as it offers essential 

services like maintenance and test drives which cannot be replaced by online services. 

Furthermore, it means that OEMs and Car Dealers need to offer online services like a 

car configurator, a virtual show-room or mobile applications which help customers to 

get the right information when starting the purchase process for an automotive vehicle. 

(Simon-Kucher, 2024) Similar findings could be collected from a case study provided 

by Porsche Consulting. Nowadays, OEMs are confronted with the greatest 

transformation in their history. In the future, OEMs will no longer be just car 

manufacturers, they are turning from producers of vehicles to providers of 

comprehensive mobility solutions. (Porsche Consulting, 2022) To conclude on the 

mentioned examples above, hypothesis H2 can be seen as proven. 

Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the 

Automotive Industry. 

The upcoming new digital solutions in the area of new mobility platforms and software-

as-a-service solutions will be a significant game changer in the automotive industry 

and will lead to new alliances between established OEMs and tech. companies. 
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Furthermore, it will lead to the development of business model innovations. (Peters, et 

al., 2016) To conclude on the mentioned examples above, it seems that digital 

technologies not just impact existing business models in the automotive industry. 

Digital technologies also foster business model innovations. Therefore, the hypothesis 

H3 can be seen as proven from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Automotive Industry is 

significantly low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

In essence, there is a common understanding among the research society that 

digitalization has a strong impact on business models of the established car 

manufacturers in the automotive industry. Established OEMs need to find solutions to 

consequently transform their existing business model to the digital age. Even though, 

the established car manufacturers have started to transform their business models, 

there are still urgent questions to be answered. (Solberg, 2021) Therefore, the 

hypothesis H4 can be seen as proven from the literature point of view. To conclude on 

the literature review for the automotive industry it can be confirmed that all four 

hypotheses (H1; H2; H3; H4) are proven.  

 

2.3 Testing the Hypotheses for the Pharma and Healthcare Industry 
 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Pharma and Healthcare Industry. 

A case study published in the British Journal of Management confirmed that 

digitalization is disrupting all industries worldwide. This is also true for the 

pharmaceutical and healthcare industry. The digital disruption in this industry affects 

all business areas along the entire value chain. New digital technologies have 

revolutionized the way how business is conducted and have stimulated the 

transformation of established business models. The COVID-19 pandemic has certainly 

pushed the effect of digital disruption. Especially the subsequent restrictions on 

movements resulted from the lockdowns across whole Europe have further stimulated 

the development of new digital solutions. (Ghobadian, et al., 2022) The research book 

called ‘Healthcare Disrupted: Next Generation Business Models and Strategies’ 

confirms the impact of digital technologies on business models in this industry. All parts 

of this value chain are getting disrupted by the various digital technologies. (Ford, et 

al., 2016) To conclude on the referred literature above, it seems that digital 
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technologies do have a significant impact on the pharma and healthcare industry. 

Therefore, the hypothesis H1 can be seen as proven from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Pharma and Healthcare Industry. 

To manage the cost intensive R&D and production process, to fulfill all regulation 

standards and to meet increasing customer demands, all stakeholders in the industry 

have realized the need to transform their existing business model. (Herrmann, et al., 

2018) The established organizations focus their innovation activities rather on 

incremental innovations to improve their already existing operating model. With this 

approach, they try to protect their existing business model. The digital transformation 

is therefor rather an evolution instead of a revolution. However, there is a general 

willingness among the stakeholders to jointly develop value-based business models 

which are capable to use the huge amount of data and to utilize relevant information 

for new digital solutions. (Matusiewicz, et al., 2017) Based on these findings, it seems 

that digital technologies can stimulate the transformation of existing business models. 

Therefore, the hypothesis H2 can be seen as proven from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the Pharma 

and Healthcare Industry. 

A case study published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research confirmed that the 

status quo of digital transformation among the various stakeholders in the pharma 

industry differs quite a lot. Especially technology start-ups but also tech. giants like 

Apple, Google or Amazon from outside the industry have started years ago to develop 

and provide digital solutions for the pharma and healthcare sector. They have 

developed innovative business models which connect stakeholders who were in the 

past fully disconnected. (Herrmann, et al., 2018) Therefore, the hypothesis H3 cannot 

be seen as proven from the literature point of view. 

Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Pharma and Healthcare 

Industry is significantly low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

In general, the level of innovation and the willingness to digitalize existing business 

models in the pharma and healthcare industry is quite substantial. Over the recent 

years, established pharma and healthcare organizations but also start-ups from 

outside the industry have recognized the huge potential of digital technologies for their 

business models. That’s why selective areas of the value chain show already a certain 
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degree of digitalization. However, the transformation progress differs quite a lot among 

the various market players. (BPI, 2017) A case study published in the business 

research journal echoes the observation that many stakeholders in this industry act 

rather slow in terms of digital transformation. (Hermes, et al., 2020) It remains a huge 

challenge to cover the country and healthcare system specific requirements. That’s 

why no overarching platform or innovation is available at the moment. (Dash, et al., 

2018) To conclude on the referred literature for hypothesis H4, it seems that the digital 

readiness of established pharma and healthcare organizations is rather low compared 

to other industries like the telecommunication and media industry. Therefore, the 

hypothesis H4 can be seen as proven. 

 

3 Empirical Research and Analysis 
3.1 Research Methodology 
 

In order to holistically explore the research gap and to analyze the research questions 

from various angles, a mixed-method research approach was adopted for this 

dissertation. This research approach incorporates two key components: a systematic 

literature review in combination with a set of qualitative expert interviews. The 

combination of these methods ensure a bivariate, holistic and complementary analysis 

of the research subject, particularly in light of the complexity of the related digital 

transformation of business models in B2B industries. The literature review has 

collected several insights which shed light into the research gap, it was needful to 

further explore the research gap and validate the initial findings with firsthand 

information of Business Experts. Over a period of six months, eight experienced 

Business Experts of each of the three industries were interviewed to explore the impact 

of digitalization per industry. All in all 24 qualitative interviews were executed which 

build the solid foundation for the empirical analysis phase. The interviewed Business 

Experts hold senior positions at well-known companies. They have multiple years of 

business experience in the respective B2B industry. All interview partners have been 

introduced upfront to the framework, the purpose, the research subject as well as the 

specific data safety aspects of this dissertation. The safety instruction includes the 

aspects that no personal data nor company specific data gets collected, distributed or 

published. These safety aspects were the prerequisite for a secure and compliant data 

processing. Each of the interview partners have confirmed and approved the safety 
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instruction. To specifically reflect the identified research gap during the empirical data 

collection, a questionnaire of 17 dedicated questions was designed for the interview 

sessions. Basis for the design of the questionnaire were the four hypotheses as 

described in chapter 1. The underlying questionnaire is a mix of open, closed and 

scaled questions. In order to fulfill the research standards of an explorative interview 

session, the entire design of the questionnaire including all questions have been 

validated upfront by a Senior Marketing Manager as well as the Scientific Advisor of 

the Burgas Free University. In a last validation step, a pre-test with selective Business 

Experts of each industry took place to finally verify the structure and the content of this 

questionnaire. This validity check ensures the right quality and consistency of the 

survey. Due to the pandemic situation, the interviews had to take place via phone calls 

as no physical meetings where possible at that point in time. Each interview lasted 

approx. one hour. Each interview was documented via tape recording. Afterwards, the 

empirical content got transcribed from tapes into a central Microsoft Excel template for 

further consistency checks and to finally prepare the content and data for the analysis 

phase. In a second step, the generated content and data sets were analyzed while 

using the qualitative content analysis method by Prof. Dr. Philipp Mayring. The analysis 

proceeds through a series of 8 methodologically controlled operation steps aimed to 

reduce and structure the material in such a way that essential themes and patterns 

become visible.  

Methodological Procedure:  
1. Definition of Material: what material/data/objective needs to get analyzed?  

2. Definition of Context: data to be evaluated, interview partner, timeframe  

3. Definition of the Category System: deductive vs. inductive  

4. Coding Process: assigning text segments of transcribed data sets/categories 

5. Clustering Process: cluster the data based on the selected analysis approach 

6. Reliability Check: reliability check to ensure validity and reliability 

7. Execution: data analysis  

8. Interpretation: identify patterns, interdependencies and new relevant insights 

The collected data sets have been consolidated right after all interviews where 

completed. After clustering the input per question, a set of categories has been 

deducted to cover the most relevant aspects of each question. Finally, the evaluation 

results have been enriched with the findings of the literature review to verify the set of 

hypotheses in this dissertation. 
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3.2 Impact of Digitalization on the Chemical Distribution Industry  
 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Chemical Distribution Industry. 

The invited Business Experts have rated the impact of digitalization on a scale from 1 

to 5; where 1 means “low impact” and 5 means a “high impact” on the industry. The 

evaluation shows a quite homogeneous picture. The average value of 4.8 confirms that 

digitalization is seen as highly impactful for the chemical distribution industry. The 

Business Experts see this high impact also with regards to their specific business 

model. That’s why all eight interview partners rated the impact with a 5. Platform 

owners have by definition a digital business model in place and therefore agree on the 

impulse that digitalization is highly impacting business models in the chemical 

distribution industry. The selected interview partners mentioned also a huge impact of 

digitalization on the established operating model. Hereby, digital technologies offer 

many opportunities in terms of efficiency gains as they can automatize redundant 

processes and working routines. Therefore, the hypothesis H1 can be seen as proven. 

Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Chemical Distribution Industry. 

The Business Experts confirm the general need of initiating a transformation process 

with the aim to adjust the established business model to the new market conditions. 

The motivations and goals to start a digital transformation are quite similar among the 

participants. All organizations aim to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of all 

operations to achieve operational excellence. They basically plan to simplify the way 

of doing business with them and want to become faster, better and smarter with the 

use of digital technologies. This should ideally lead to a reduced workload for 

employees e.g. in customer service departments, more customer facing time for sales 

representatives, a better customer service, the acquisition of new customers and 

ultimately to more profit and growth. Nevertheless, the transformation approach differs 

between the interviewed Business Experts. Interview partner 1 (IP1) foresees a 

cooperation with external online platforms and the establishment of an online shop 

together with an order application as well as digitalized logistic services as reaction on 

the digital impact. Such logistic services could be e.g. a track and trace service for 

customers to follow up on order status and deliveries. IP2 is planning to offer new 

digital services for inbound and outbound activities with the aim to eliminate 
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weaknesses in existing processes. Focus is here on the reduction of workload in the 

area of customer service. Digital technologies like chat bots or the implementation of 

digital product libraries can serve as self-service function for customers who can look 

up and download the required technical documents like technical data sheets, safety 

data sheets or ISO certificates by themselves instead of sending various request 

emails to Customer Service Agents. With this it is possible to free up resources who 

can focus their competencies on tech. support and acquisition activities.  

Additionally, the distributor IP2 foresees digital technologies for the creation of new 

touch points with new and existing customers. IP4, IP5, IP7 as representers for online 

platforms are digital per definition. They have started their business model based on 

digital technologies and have a fully digital business model and operating model in 

place. Therefore, not many processes can be transformed as they are already fully 

digital. It is rather the aim to add additional services like financial services or supply 

chain services in future. For the time being, such platforms aim to professionalize 

existing services and try to reach more market presence. P6 and P8 are following a 

strategic transformation approach while creating and executing a dedicated digital 

roadmap. Based on this digital roadmap, the distributors have an implementation 

pipeline in place which prioritizes the transformation activities by short-term, mid-term 

and long-term activities. The prioritization depends highly on the added value of those 

digital solutions. Usually short-term initiatives have a higher priority for these specific 

distributors than long-term topics. IP6 and IP8 are planning to transform step-by-step 

but consequently all relevant parts of their business model with digital technologies. 

Both participants aim to gain continuous improvements, efficiencies and want to create 

new touch points with customers. Additionally, IP6 mentioned that beside the 

relevance of digital transformation, it is important to simultaneously keep the daily 

business up and running. This distributor is facing challenges while managing both 

aspects in parallel. It was clearly mentioned by the Business Expert of this particular 

distributor that business topics of daily business have every time higher priority and 

digital transformation is rather seen as a long-term topic. Still quite important to work 

on but not as important as managing existing customers and keeping the business with 

those customers up and running. IP3 stated an interesting aspect around the 

transformation approach. This participant obviously differentiates on the topic of digital 

transformation between smaller and bigger market players. It was clearly mentioned 

that especially the global acting chemical manufacturers as first step in the chemical 
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value chain are setting the direction of how digital transformation should be executed 

in this industry. Bigger distributors are seen as frontrunners on this journey of digital 

transformation whereas smaller distributors seem to be more reactive and slower in 

the adaptation of digital technologies. Smaller distributors seem to have less capacities 

who can support such a transformation approach. That’s why they rather focus their 

transformation activities on single initiatives in the area of their operating model. In 

terms of transformation goals it can be summarized that most of the chemical 

distributors strive for sales excellence and process efficiency. Their aim is to be best 

in class in sales and service, reducing workload of repetitive tasks and with this freeing 

up time for more value adding services like customer care and acquisition. 

Furthermore, distributors aim to be the partner of choice for customers and principals. 

In this role model, chemical distributors strive to implement a convenient one-stop-

shop solution to sustainably grow their business with existing customers but also to 

attract new customers vial online channels. Whereas the vision of platforms is to 

become the leading platform in EMEA and even on a global scale where customers 

find the right solution and the right distribution partner. The interviewed platform owners 

(IP4, IP5, IP7) strive for growth and visibility in all areas of their business. They intend 

to become the so called “ChAmazon” of the chemical industry and to be best in class 

in networking and providing convenient services like financial services and a smart 

navigation with focus on mobile devices. The first thing, customers should do every 

morning is to enter the chemical online platform and check their activities. Similar to 

the business model transformation, Business Experts of chemical distributors see also 

the need to transform the operating model of their specific organization. Hereby, they 

follow the same step-by-step approach as for the business model, starting with the 

most relevant aspects like automating marketing and sales activities with the use of 

the marketing cloud or the customer relationship management (CRM) software 

salesforce. IP1 mentioned the adaptation of AI based technologies for the creation of 

automated marketing content as one example. With such an AI based marketing 

campaign the organization aims to penetrate their customers with consistent and target 

group specific content which should have a positive impact on the buying behavior of 

customers. IP2 confirmed the automation of order entry and order management 

activities based on a bot-technology as integral part of the enterprise-resource-

planning (ERP) system. The automation of time consuming admin work in e.g. 

Customer Service departments saves resources which can be used for other more 
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value adding customer services. The automation of administrative tasks was also 

confirmed by IP8. The chemical distributor has a customer segmentation approach in 

place which enables a differentiated customer steering based on business rules. This 

differentiated market approach reflects the individual customer value and customer 

potential as criteria to charge or not charge services to customers. Smaller customers 

with less profit contribution and a lower attractiveness are forced to use digital self-

service functions like download services and online shops for their order placement. 

Other services like technical support or lab support have a price tag with a surcharge. 

Larger customer have also access to all digital tools but get the technical services free 

of charge. This approach is a good example for a value based customer steering. IP3 

responded the activity on external online platforms instead of using internal resources 

to reach a higher market visibility and to gain new customers. In parallel this 

organization has implemented e-auctions to sell off product with a limited shelf life and 

slow moving products to reduce warehouse costs. In correlation to the stimulation 

effect of digital technologies and the transformation approach of organizations in the 

chemical distribution industry, the Business Experts were also asked what kind of 

challenges they are facing during the digital transformation process and which success 

factors can drive a successful transformation. The Business Experts confirm similar 

challenges in their organizations while executing the transformation process. Three 

major challenges could be observed during the interviews. Firstly, the participants 

mentioned a lack of resources and know how in their organizations to execute a holistic 

digital transformation. The existing work force exists mainly of specialists who are 

experts for specific tasks in their particular department. They can steer processes in 

supply chain, logistics, marketing, controlling and sales. However, dedicated digital 

experts who are trained and capable to develop a digital roadmap and who can steer 

a holistic transformation of an entire organization are barely existing. As compensation, 

chemical distributors use existing resources in  marketing, sales or strategy 

departments who should work in parallel to their original job on corporate initiative like 

creating an online shop or developing cloud based marketing campaigns. Secondly, 

the participants mentioned weaknesses in their IT infrastructure and the quality of their 

product data base and customer data bases. One prominent example in this context is 

the challenge to collect and maintain marketing consent of customers which is a 

prerequisite to use customer data for marketing and sales purposes. Another challenge 

with regards to customer data structure is a missing data accuracy. Correct e-mail 
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addresses and contact persons are often missing. Without having the customer master 

data base up to date it is not possible to execute personalized online marketing 

campaigns. Additionally, the IT infrastructure of chemical distributors is seen as 

challenge. The established systems are often outdated and standardized to fulfill the 

basic requirements of existing supply chain, accounting and order management 

processes. The connectivity to onboard digital tools and applications do not exist in 

most of the cases. That’s why in many cases, such digital technologies can only be 

used in a test mode or as semi-ready solution with many manual workarounds. These 

manual workarounds need to be covered in many cases by inbound specialists in 

customer service departments which leads to additional workload. It is critical to not 

just have the right IT infrastructure in place but also to ensure the product data base 

and the customer data base are up to date. Otherwise, digital technologies cannot 

unleash their full potential. Thirdly, the phenomenon of internal resistance of the work 

force towards digital technologies in line with a missing entrepreneurial spirit in senior 

management was mentioned during the interviews as weakness. The Business 

Experts of chemical distributors observe in their organizations that due to the lack of 

digital know how, affected employees are hesitant to adopt new digital technologies for 

their daily working routine. IP6 stated during the interview, that this is especially true 

for the older generation of employees. Younger employees are more flexible to adopt 

digital tools as they use them in their daily lives. Another reason which further 

stimulates internal resistance of employees is seen in the limited 

functionality/applicability of digital solutions for the respective business case or 

business model. New digital solutions are usually not fully implemented in the initiation 

phase or do not cover the entire working routine of workforces. For instance, marketing 

tools or order applications are often adopted as light version which require additional 

manual workarounds. Such workarounds like mass uploads/downloads or data 

cleansing jobs are time consuming and have to be done by the involved workforce 

specialists. This creates the impression that the new technology is not fully developed 

or suitable and therefore, creates more work than it really helps to optimize processes. 

Last but not least, the Business Experts mentioned that decision makers in senior 

management positions are changing their jobs too frequently in relation to the 

implementation time of digital initiatives which they have decided and brought into the 

organization. This leads to losses in trust and confidence that the steering board is fully 

committed to the digital roadmap and the entire digital transformation. In contrast to 
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the stated challenges, there were also several success factors mentioned by the 

Business Experts which can support as prerequisite a good and successful digital 

transformation approach. A proper business strategy with a dedicated digital roadmap 

is named as elementary prerequisite by most of the participants to transform the 

business model to the digital age. Furthermore, it is mentioned by the participants that 

dedicated digital experts should be hired and inhouse expertise needs to be build up 

to steer such a transformation approach. The existing workforce should get involved in 

the transformation and a proper change management seems to be necessary to 

guardrail the initiatives of the digital roadmap. It was stated that the “WHY” and “HOW” 

of the digital transformation needs to be explained simple and easy to the workforce to 

create trust and confidence. To achieve trust and convivence it was stated by several 

Business Experts, that the Corporate Communication department plays a prominent 

role in streamlining and communicating the messages of senior management and the 

steering board of the transformation via videos, townhall meetings, newsletter, 

workshops, etc. Data readiness is named as another key success factor together with 

an entrepreneurial management style. It is also key that decision makers in senior 

management provide the right guidance when implementing the digital solutions. The 

senior management needs to reflect on feedback of the workforce and needs to 

incorporate concerns of employees to avoid internal resistances. IP3 confirmed that it 

is also important to have a central unit in place who is in charge and fully dedicated to 

the project "digital transformation". Furthermore, it was mentioned by the participants 

during the interviews that a sufficient budget is necessary. IP2 confirmed that only a 

sufficient budget which covers the entire transformation of a business model can 

ensure a successful transformation. IP6 shared a controversial opinion concerning the 

already stated success factors. It was mentioned by this Business Expert that primarily, 

digital technologies have to support the existing business model as well as the 

operating model instead of leading to a transformation of the established business 

model. Last but not least it was confirmed by the Business Experts that despite all 

challenges, chemical distributors have to get started with the digital transformation 

approach. Based on the evaluation it can be finally assumed that hypotheses H2 can 

be seen as confirmed and proven.   
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Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the 

Chemical Distribution Industry. 

Platform owners are very ambitious and innovation driven in running their business. 

With their online platforms in place they have already created a new business model 

but envision to develop the existing platforms form a pure online market place to a full-

service digital trading platform for chemical products. Online platform strive to become 

the “ChAmazon” of the chemical industry. Hereby, they envision to establish a one-

stop-shop solution which covers the entire order-to-cash process from product search 

over distribution services till the related cash and financial services. With this ambition, 

platform owners try to adopt clear core competencies of established chemical 

distributors but with a fully digital service setup. Platform owners have already started 

working on the development of new functionalities like financial services and smart 

navigation processes. Mobile connectivity in this regard is seen as next step on the 

way to create the perfect one-stop-shop customer journey. Platform owners also 

started investigations with logistic providers and re-fillers to develop own logistic 

services. Whereas chemical distributors still believe in the strengths of their traditional 

business model. In their opinion, refilling of bigger volumes into smaller quantities, 

distributing the chemical products to their customers and offering technical services is 

still a robust service setup which guarantees their market position. They certainly feel 

the need to improve established elements of their business model to the digital age. 

However, they do not envision the development of a totally new business model. They 

expect that rather all relevant units and processes of the existing operating model from 

purchasing over logistics and warehousing to order-to-cash, marketing and sales will 

get digitalized during the next decade. Hereby, digital solutions and tools should rather 

support the existing business model and operating model by automating processes, 

reducing manual workload, increasing efficiencies and simplifying the customer 

journey of new and existing customers. However, the aim of chemical distributor is 

clearly not the invention of a business model innovation. IP3, IP6 and IP8 confirmed 

the ambition to establish additional value added services and sales channel formats 

like online shops to make it as convenient as possible for customers to order chemical 

products. The Business Experts foresee that step by step, all major pillars of the 

existing business model will get digitalized. It was further mentioned that due to the 

evolving new online platforms, the competition in the chemical distribution market will 

increase. This will lead to a certain consolidation effect in the market. Especially 
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smaller chemical distributors who are not capable to transform their business are 

impacted by this consolidation effect and might disappear from the market. To 

summarize the empirical findings around hypothesis H3 it could be observed that the 

Business Experts represent two different opinions. The group of platform owners 

confirmed the hypotheses H3. Their business model is fully based on digital 

technologies and therefore, it is a matter of fact that their business approach represents 

a business model innovation. Whereas the  Business Experts of chemical distributors 

still believe in their established business model. They only see the tendency to 

selectively digitalize their existing business. Therefore, the hypothesis H3 can only 

partially be confirmed from the empirical research point of view. 

Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Chemical Value Chain is 

significantly low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

It turned out during the empirical interviews that almost all Business Experts have two 

visions in parallel. On the one hand they aim to become the preferred distribution 

partner for the principals (chemical manufacturers) and on the other hand they strive 

to be the frontrunner in digital sales in the chemical industry. Hereby, they envision to 

reach sales excellence and process efficiency of their existing business model by using 

selective digital technologies. Only IP6 shared a slightly different view around digital 

transformation. This specific distributor doesn’t want to be recognized as frontrunner 

in the area of digital sales and hence doesn’t foresee a complete transformation of the 

established business model. Digital solutions are rather seen as opportunity to support 

existing processes. Whereas platform owners take over a completely different view in 

contrast to the chemical distributors. They aim to become the worldwide leading trading 

or e-auction platform in the chemical distribution industry, offering a state-of-the-art 

digital customer journey, being best in class in networking, distribution and sales 

services. Hereby they aim to offer a one-stop-shop solution for customers and with this 

increase their market share in the chemical industry. Even though the Business 

Experts of chemical distributors have formulated quite ambitious vision statements and 

have rated the impact of digitalization on business models as very high, the digital 

readiness and capability of their organizations show a quite contrary picture. They 

rated the digital readiness and capability of their organizations with a value of 2 out of 

5 (1 = not ready; 5 = totally ready) which is rather low rated. It seems that they are 

quite self-critical and do not feel ready nor capable to execute the digital transformation 

process. This is due to the fact that their entire operating model as well as the related 
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processes and employees are still focused on keeping the daily business up and 

running. The first priority for most of the distributors is still converting bigger volumes 

of specialty and commodity chemicals into smaller package sizes and selling those 

smaller quantities their small and medium-sized customers. As mentioned before, 

digitalization is of course seen as one of the mega trends in the industry but due to 

certain internal and external circumstances it seems to be challenging for chemical 

distributors to start the digital transformation approach. Most of the chemical 

distributors confirmed to have a digital roadmap in place which serves as guardrail for 

the digital transformation. However, in light of these digital roadmaps it remains 

challenging to turn concepts into real actions and to kick off the transformation 

approach. For instance IP1; IP2 P6; IP8 confirm that their digital transformation is in 

an early stage which means less than 30% of the digital roadmap is implemented. Most 

of the digital initiatives have only been tested during pilot cases in selective business 

units. Hence, the selected digital initiatives are not fully embedded and the proof of 

concept is still not done. This is due to the facts that in most of the cases, senior 

management is not fully committed towards digitalization, Digital Experts are barely 

existing and a necessary change management is disconnected from the original 

transformation. Consequently, a certain internal resistance within the workforce occurs 

which further complicates the digital transformation approach. In addition to the general 

readiness and capability, the evaluation has provided another important finding. It 

seems that smaller distributors are facing more challenges on their digital journey than 

larger distributors. In most of the cases, smaller distributors even do not have a digital 

roadmap in place nor dedicated experts and know-how. Their activities around 

digitalization are rather reactive without a clear focus. Whereas larger distributors have 

almost entirely prepared their digital roadmap and have recently started with the 

implementation phase. Their focus is primarily on automation of processes and the 

development of self-services to reduce complexity and to strive for process efficiency. 

This is mainly true for logistic and order-to-cash processes. Furthermore, it is the aim 

of larger distributors to go for a multi-channel sales approach which is supposed to 

significantly increase profit and market share. Those larger distributors somehow have 

an indication which of the digital solutions they will adopt. But the focus is rather on 

me-2-solutions, short-term results and low budget. Those short-term solution have 

usually a higher priority as they seem to deliver quick wins. Both, smaller and larger 

distributors confirmed that due to the missing readiness and capability they are a bit 
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hesitant to initiate digital long-term solutions. Such long-term solutions would affect the 

existing business model and the operating model much deeper and would require 

usually a solid digital budget and a proper change management. Corresponding to the 

low digital readiness of chemical distributors is a matter of fact that the budgets for 

digital transformation projects are generally low. The Business Experts of chemical 

distributors confirmed a budget of approximately 2% of the annual turnover.  

In terms of digital readiness, platforms rated their readiness and capability with a value 

of 5 which means that they are already fully digitalized. Digital readiness and capability 

are per definition in their genes and a substantial prerequisite of their business model. 

Platforms focus in their roadmap on two goals. The first goal is increasing visibility, 

traffic and users. The second goal is to gain more market share and more organic 

growth. The findings for hypothesis 4 show a quite diverse picture. Whereas the vision 

statements of chemical distributors are quite ambitions, the estimation of the digital 

readiness and capability is rather low. Chemical distributors seem to be not ready nor 

capable to kick off a digital transformation approach. On the other side it can be 

observed that digital platforms with their fully digital business model in place and their 

innovation power invest heavily in new digital solutions and services. Therefore, 

hypothesis H4 can only be partially confirmed from the empirical research point of view.  

 

3.3 Impact of Digitalization on the Automotive Industry 
 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Automotive Industry. 

The evaluation shows a quite homogeneous picture. In average the impact of 

digitalization on the automotive industry was ranked with a value of 4,6 (1 = low; 5 = 

high). There is a common understanding among the interviewed Business Experts that 

in general digitalization has a substantial impact on the automotive industry. The 

Business Experts see this high impact also with regards to the business model of their 

organization. That’s why they rated the impact with high values, too. Most of the 

interview partners confirmed that a successful digital transformation of the existing 

business model is a prerequisite for automotive car manufacturers to survive. Similar 

findings can be observed when evaluating the impact on the operating model of 

automotive car manufacturers. The Business Experts see a high impact especially on 
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marketing and sales activities. To summarize the evaluation for hypothesis H1, it can 

be concluded that hypothesis H1 is proven and confirmed. 

Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Automotive Industry. 

The evaluation shows that almost all interview partners focus their transformation 

activities on Sales, Marketing, Supply Chain and Logistics. IP1 confirmed a more 

specific focus area and mentioned especially the relevant customer touch points along 

the customer journey which need to be supported by digital solutions. It seems to be 

important to incorporate the customer preferences when designing and customizing 

digital solutions. IP2 shared a slightly different opinion and stated that digital services 

and solutions should be an integral support element of the existing business model 

and should be developed in close connection to the automotive vehicle to generate an 

added value for the customer and the OEM. New digital services will obviously enrich 

the quality of the automotive vehicle but will the established business model will mostly 

remain. IP5 as Tier 1 Supplier shared additional insights concerning the digitalization 

of a business model. The focus area of a tier supplier along this digital transformation 

journey is rather on the digitalization of the entire distribution network. Whereas the 

other Business Experts confirm that the digital transformation is mandatory and 

elementary for the existence of the organization. In addition to the focus areas, the 

interviewed Business Experts shared their strategic ambitions and goals to digitalize 

their business model. Two perspectives could be observed and clustered during the 

interviews. On the one hand, OEMs look from the internal perspective and aim to use 

digital technologies for creating efficiencies and cost reduction in their organization. 

This includes e.g. the automation of processes in production, the prediction of 

maintenance intervals and the reduction of down times. Furthermore, they aim to 

reduce internal complexity and fasten project time lines as well as decision taking 

processes. On the other hand OEMs start thinking from the customer perspective when 

transforming the business model and developing digital products and services. This 

phenomenon is quite interesting as in the past they were used to think from the product 

point of view and how to make automotive vehicles even better. Nowadays they have 

learned that a successful transformation requires a customer-centric view. IP1 for 

instance estimated the awareness of new customer demands as prerequisite for the 

development of the right digital product and service. IP4 and IP6 confirm the 

importance of customer centricity along this digital transformation journey as key 
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element to reach new revenue pools and to gain new market share. In addition, OEMs 

have realized that the digital transformation can help to simplify the way of doing 

business with them. From a concept point of view it sounds reasonable but in fact the 

digital transformation seems to be quite challenging for OEMs. It is obviously not clear 

for OEMs, which technology, platform or service offering will be the leading and 

preferred one and how OEMs can generate profit with new digital services or smart 

mobility concepts. Furthermore, they do not know if such new revenue pools have the 

potential to compensate the business losses of their traditional business model. To 

manage the digital transformation approach within the individual organization, most of 

the car manufacturers have implemented digital units and innovation hubs to steer the 

digital transformation process. These digital units in cooperation with the corporate 

strategy departments or inhouse consulting departments have developed digital 

roadmaps as integral part of the e business strategy. The digital roadmaps contain the 

most relevant transformation activities and prioritize them depending on the individual 

organization goals and budgets. Almost all business Experts confirmed that their 

organizations have initiated a variety of digital projects to transform their business 

model. Herby, the organizations follow a step-by-step approach. New digital services 

get tested via intense simulations and pilot cases before they get activated. Data 

management in this context is seen as crucial prerequisite for creating new digital 

services and for transforming the business model in general. Within such complex 

organizations like care manufactures have in place, it is a huge challenge to develop 

sustainable solutions which cover all geographical, commercial, legal and 

technological aspects. That might be the reason why the different resorts within those 

organization have started their individual digital initiatives. The interviewed Business 

experts mentioned a kind of digital transformation competition among the resorts. 

These effects can potentially lead to several negative impacts along the digital 

transformation journey. They can waste the limited innovation budgets, lead potentially 

to cannibalization effects an can most probably interfere with the overall change 

management process within an organization. As inhouse capability and digital know-

how is rather limited within each organization, OEMs have jointly investigated into new 

technologies together with cooperation partners inside and outside of the automotive 

industry. Those cooperation partners are ether start-ups who already developed such 

digital technologies or tech. companies like Microsoft, Google and SAP. Such 

cooperations offer several benefits. They enable access to new technologies and 
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know-how which could not be reached internally by the OEMs and in parallel it helps 

to share the huge investment costs between both cooperation partners. The Business 

Experts see it as more beneficial to cooperate with strategic partners who have the 

digital know-how and the latest technology than anticipating consultancy services of 

management consultancies. Furthermore, the OEMs spend parts of their budget also 

for increasing inhouse knowledge and capabilities. Beside the transformation of the 

business model the Business Experts verify that it is also important to transform the 

operating model and especially marketing and sales processes. There is a common 

understanding between the interview partners that the transformation of marketing and 

sales processes need to be closely linked to the new customer demands and new 

digital technologies. For instance, it might be that virtual show rooms and online 

platforms will replace the local car dealer network. Test drives could be done in future 

by e.g. virtual test drive simulators and marketing campaigns will be steered via a 

central marketing cloud. To ensure that all those technical innovations are perfectly 

orchestrated, most of the Business Experts mentioned to have a digital transformation 

program in place to manage interdependencies between the various tools and 

applications. The Business Experts see a huge benefit in implementing a central 

customer interaction platform with a central data hub where each digital tool or app 

can be onboarded and consume the relevant data. It could be observed during the 

interview session that all interview partners do not see a cannibalization of the different 

tools and applications. All of the involved OEMs follow a multi-channel approach where 

the customer can choose between various sales and marketing options. The 

transformation progress is rather slow. All interviews Business Experts ranked the 

progress with an average value of 1.5 (1 = low; 5 = high). This result demonstrates that 

OEMs are just in the starting phase of the transformation. In comparison to the 

ambitious targets it shows that OEMs are far behind their expectations. When asking 

the Business Experts about key success factors, there are plenty of parameter which 

need to work together. In essence it is the combination of producing high quality vehicle 

and equipping them with smart and innovative digital services embedded in a solid 

infrastructure. Additionally, the OEMs need to manage the complexity of transforming 

the existing business model while in parallel bridging the time in between and keeping 

the existing processes up and running. Digitalization needs to become a board resort 

at each of the OEMs; the right budgets need to be planned and invested; clear 
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prioritization and clear roles and responsibilities; top down decisions to rebuild the 

organizational structure and to redefine processes; right change management is key.  

To conclude on the evaluation for hypothesis H2, it can be summarized that hypothesis 

H2 is proven and confirmed. 

Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the 

Automotive Industry. 

In general, most of the established OEMs have the ambition to transform their business 

model with the aim to design a business model innovation. However, and this is quite 

unique for this industry, decision makers obviously differentiate between their B2B and 

B2C segments. With regards to the B2C segment they envision a business model 

innovation, transforming from a pure car manufacturer to the mobility provider of 

choice, offering sustainable mobility solutions, which combine high quality automotive 

vehicles with state of the art digital technologies. They see functions on demand as 

super important to meet new customer demands. The vehicle of the future needs to 

become an IoT (Internet of Things). The digitalization of the entire distribution process 

and the offering of new mobility concepts via platforms and new ecosystems is a clear 

goal of OEMs. Some cooperations around digital services and mobility solutions have 

already started in close connection with cooperation partners. Concerning the B2B 

segment, the picture looks completely different. Decision makers on OEM side 

envision rather a digital transformation of the existing business model while keeping 

the core of the business model up and running. The aim in clearly not to create a 

business model innovation. This is due to the fact that the topic of car ownership in the 

B2B segment will not change so radically in future as it is foreseen for the B2C 

segment. OEMs of course realize the major impact of digital technologies on their 

existing business model but expect rather an enrichment and a sequential 

transformation than a creation of a real business model innovation. The observation 

during the interview sessions lead to the finding that the transformation approach in 

the automotive industry differs by the customer segment. Whereas in the B2C segment 

it is rather a business model innovation, which takes place, the B2B segment is 

dominated by the transformation of the existing business model. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that hypothesis H3 is only partially proven and confirmed.  
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Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Automotive Industry is 

significantly low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

The evaluation shows that digital readiness is recognized as one of the important 

prerequisites for OEMs to start the digital transformation journey. The readiness covers 

various aspects e.g. a clear strategy, a positive internal spirit together with a future-

oriented mindset of employees and management. Furthermore, it requires dedicated 

resources with the right digital know-how to develop the right solutions, a robust IT 

infrastructure to manage and utilize the massive amount of customer data. Last but not 

least the digital readiness requires a sufficient budget to cover the substantial 

investment costs. Even though the OEMs have developed strategies and digital 

roadmaps, none of the interviewed Business Experts could confirm to be well prepared 

for the upcoming challenges. Almost all Business Experts demonstrated a quite critical 

self-reflection and rated their digital readiness rather low with a value of 2,1. Three 

aspects could be observed during the interviews. Firstly, the spirit and mindset of 

employees is seen as quite positive. Secondly, the internal digital know-how is not on 

an adequate level. And thirdly, OEM plan only 2-5% of their annual turnover as budget 

for digitalization. In contrast to the low readiness the evaluation shows a quite contrary 

picture concerning the vision statements. The interviewed Business Experts stated 

clear visions with regards to digitalization and digital transformation. All involved OEMs 

envision becoming frontrunner in digitalization, fulfilling new customer demands 

towards new mobility digital services as well as connectivity and with this gaining new 

revenue pools. Hereby, OEMs differentiate between B2C and B2B markets. With 

regards to the B2C market, they have recognized the changing customer demands 

towards smart and innovative mobility solutions. This trend comes along with a change 

of ownership. B2C customers will in future more and more request those mobility 

services on demand instead of buying a car. This change will have a huge impact on 

the current value chain and especially on the cooperations of OEMs with their car 

dealer network. The established car dealers with its physical show rooms might 

become obsolete. To meet those new demands, the OEMs envision designing a 

business model innovation, which means to develop from a car manufacturer to the 

mobility provider of choice. This ambition is a quite substantial change, as it requires 

leaving the comfort zone and well-known habits. They basically have to reinvent 

themselves. The development will go beyond a pure transformation. This development 

will be a visionary new way how business is carried out and revenues are generated. 
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The business model innovation will be an interconnected ecosystem where value 

creation, value delivery and value capture are newly defined by the established market 

actors. In terms of the B2B market the picture looks a bit different. Business customers 

demand more services and functions combined with autonomous vehicles, which help 

to make the transportation process more efficient and safer. However, the topic of 

ownership in the B2B context will most probably remain. B2B customers will still buy 

and own their commercial vehicles in future. To cover the demands of the B2B 

customer, OEMs need to transform their existing business model towards new 

technologies. This also requires a digital transformation of the established operating 

model. OEMs have to shift their mindset from product oriented to customer focused. It 

can be summarized that there is a substantial contradiction between the digital 

readiness and the vision statements of automotive car manufacturers which leads to 

the conclusion that hypothesis 4 is proven and confirmed.  
 
3.4 Impact of Digitalization on the Pharma and Healthcare Industry 
 

Hypothesis H1: Digital technologies are strongly impacting established business 

models in the Pharma and Healthcare Industry. 

The Business Experts rated the general impact with an average value of 4,1. This value 

can be estimated as relatively high, which represents a substantial impact, which is 

significantly above the median. No further comments were made to this question. With 

regards to the impact of digitalization on business model of respective pharma and 

healthcare organizations, the Business Experts provided a slightly lower rating 

compared to the impact on the industry. The average value of 3,6 is of course not the 

highest value of the whole evaluation, compared to other industries. However, it is still 

a solid result which indicates, that business models are certainly impacted by digital 

technologies. The impact of digitalization on the operating model is slightly higher rated 

by the Business Experts compared to the related business model. Anyhow, the gap of 

0,2 between both parameters is too small to give room for further interpretations. 

Moreover, the Business Experts did not provide any further information or arguments 

why they perceive the impact on the operating model as slightly higher. To conclude 

on the first hypothesis, all ratings are above average of 2,5 and show the tendency to 

a higher impact. Therefore, hypothesis H1 can be seen as proven and confirmed. 
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Hypothesis H2: Digital technologies are stimulating the transformation of existing 

business models in the Pharma and Healthcare Industry. 

Almost all interview partners confirmed to have a dedicated business strategy as well 

as a digital roadmap in place which is a clear indicator for a stimulation effect of 

digitalization on business models. When comparing the individual feedbacks in this 

area, the involved organizations have defined quite ambitious vision statements and 

transformation targets. Hereby, the organizations differentiate between two aspects. 

On the one hand, most of the organizations envision becoming a frontrunner in pharma 

and bio-tech, offering new digital tools and online platforms for their customers, 

designing state of the art digital solutions e.g. in marketing and sales which simplify 

interactions with stakeholders and finally with customers. These digital solutions 

should enable additional revenues for the pharma and healthcare organizations. This 

first aspect is pure customer and revenue focused. The established organizations have 

understood that digital technologies can help them to become faster, smarter, efficient 

and profitable. The Business Experts rated the transformation progress on average 

with a value of 2,4. This is an indication that the transformation has been started and 

each organization is taking care of this important topic. However, the value of 2,4 can 

be interpreted as rather moderate. The involved organizations seem to start first 

initiatives to digitalize elements of their business model but still have a lot of work to 

do to turn concepts into real actions and solutions. Therefore, hypothesis H2 can be 

seen as confirmed and proven.  

Hypothesis H3: Digitalization is fostering business model innovations in the Pharma 

and Healthcare Industry. 

For many established companies, the current route course does not point toward a 

radical disruption of existing business models, but rather a gradual transformation. This 

evolution entails the digital enhancement of internal processes without fundamentally 

altering the core logic of the business. IP1 for instance confirmed that the 

transformation strategy reflects a commitment to remain a leading raw material 

supplier for the pharmaceutical and healthcare industries, focusing on the digitalization 

of existing parameters rather than a shift toward entirely new business models. While 

digital technologies are being implemented to optimize analogue processes, improve 

operational efficiency, and enhance customer responsiveness, the underlying 

business model remains intact. The integration of smart technologies and digital tools 

is aimed at transforming specific operational units, processes, and activities. The goal 
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is not to abandon the proven structure but to adapt it intelligently in response to 

technological change and evolving customer expectations. Furthermore, this strategy 

reflects a measured response to the digital age, one that avoids the pitfalls of forced 

or premature business model innovation in favor of strengthening existing advantages. 

By focusing on transformation rather than disruption, the organization reinforces its 

identity as a reliable and forward-looking partner in the global chemical supply chain. 

In conclusion, the digital strategy exemplifies an evolutionary path of transformation, 

leveraging technology to enhance, rather than replace the established business model. 

This reflects a broader trend among incumbent industrial leaders who 

prioritize sustainable innovation over radical experimentation, ensuring continuity, 

operational excellence, and long-term value for stakeholders. Therefore, hypothesis 

H3 can be seen as not confirmed.  

Hypothesis H4: The digital readiness of companies in the Pharma and Healthcare 

Industry is significantly low and differs from their strategic vision statements. 

Overall, the interview partners rated the digital readiness of their respective 

organization with a value of 2,4. This value is rather low compared to other industries 

and gives an indication, that the organizations in this industry are not yet ready and 

behind expectations. The digital readiness at most of the involved companies reveals 

a mixed landscape. While digital strategies have been initiated and certain teams 

particularly in sales and marketing demonstrate readiness to adopt digital 

solutions, organizational capabilities and cultural alignment remain weak and less 

developed. One challenging aspect in this regard is the missing know-how in terms of 

designing digital strategies, implementing digital roadmaps and anticipating digital 

technologies and tools in the daily work. Despite strategic clarity, the budget allocated 

for digital transformation remains modest. Most stakeholders estimated digital 

investments at below 5% of annual turnover. This reflects a conservative financial 

approach, possibly signaling that digitalization is still considered supportive rather than 

transformative. Despite efforts and scattered successes, the overall transformation is 

still in its early stages. Most interviewed Business Experts describe the status in their 

organization as “preparation phase”. Although the digital roadmap has been developed 

and communicated, widespread adoption of new processes and digital technologies is 

yet to occur. Integration with existing systems and workflows, particularly in production 

and R&D, remains a pending milestone. The transformation approach largely follows 

a step-by-step rollout, focusing on easy to adopt solutions with limited impact and 
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disruptive changes. This signals a cautious and risk-managed strategy, aiming to build 

confidence gradually rather than overhaul operations swiftly. To conclude on the 

empirical findings the organizations in this industry are rather not ready to fully execute 

the digital transformation approach in their specific organization. Therefore, hypothesis 

H4 can be seen as confirmed and proven.  

 
3.5 Comparative Cross-Industry Analysis  
 
After having evaluated the impact of digitalization on business models per industry, it 

is also important to compare the hypotheses across the three industries. This 

methodology ensures a robust framework for identifying patterns, divergences, and 

underlying mechanisms that drive digital transformation across various economic 

sectors. For instance, the shift from product-centric to service-centric models, the 

emergence of platform-based ecosystems, and the increased reliance on data-driven 

decision-making are observable across sectors such as retail, manufacturing, 

healthcare, and automotive. By comparing hypotheses and findings across industries, 

it is possible to distinguish which aspects of digitalization are industry-agnostic e.g. 

automation, AI integration, ect. and which are context-dependent e.g. regulatory 

constraints in healthcare . Comparative analysis serves a theory-testing and refining 

function. Hypotheses derived from one industry may be tested in others to assess 

their external validity. This not only strengthens the theoretical rigor of digital 

transformation studies but also helps avoid industry-specific biases that could limit the 

applicability of findings. For example, a hypothesis about value creation through user 

co-creation in digital platforms might emerge from the software industry but can be 

evaluated in more traditional sectors like automotive to test its robustness. 

Digitalization does not unfold uniformly across all sectors due to differing legacy 

systems, institutional frameworks, and value networks. Cross-industry comparisons 

help in identifying such structural and contextual variations, which are critical for 

tailoring digital strategies. That’s why cross-comparing hypotheses across different 

industries is vital for developing a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of 

digitalization and its impact on business models. It enables the identification of 

universal principles and industry-specific peculiarities, enhances theoretical 

robustness, facilitates strategic innovation, and informs policy and management 

practices. Such an approach is indispensable for researchers and practitioners aiming 

to grasp the full spectrum of digital transformation dynamics in the modern economy. 
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The following chapter will therefore follow the structure of the four hypotheses starting 

with hypothesis H1.  

The comparison of hypotheses H1 across the three industries reveals both 

similarities and differences in how digital technologies impact these sectors. Despite 

the consistent structure of the investigation, the results vary significantly, reflecting the 

unique characteristics of each industry. One prominent similarity across all three 

industries is the acknowledgment of the substantial impact of digitalization. In the 

Chemical Distribution Industry, Business Experts unanimously rated the impact with a 

near-maximum value of 4.8, indicating a high consensus that digital technologies 

greatly influence the industry, business models, and operating models. Similarly, the 

Automotive Industry also reported a strong impact, with an average value of 4.6. While 

slightly lower, this value still confirms that digitalization plays a crucial role, particularly 

in transforming business models, which are seen as essential for the industry’s 

survival. In contrast, the Pharma & Healthcare Industry recorded a lower average 

impact of 4.1, but this is still significantly above the median, demonstrating a strong 

influence of digital technologies. A key difference between the industries lies in the 

degree to which digitalization impacts business and operating models. In the Chemical 

Distribution Industry, digital technologies are perceived as fundamentally reshaping 

business models, as evidenced by unanimous high ratings from both chemical 

distributors and platform owners. This perception is rooted in the inherent alignment of 

digital platforms with modern distribution strategies. Conversely, in the Automotive 

Industry, the focus is more on the necessity of digitally transforming existing business 

models, which is perceived as vital for staying competitive. The Pharma & Healthcare 

Industry, however, shows a more nuanced perception. While the impact on the overall 

industry is recognized as substantial, the specific influence on business models is rated 

at 3.6 which is noticeably lower compared to the other two industries. This indicates 

that, while digitalization is relevant, it does not uniformly disrupt traditional business 

practices in the same way. Operating models across the three industries also reflect 

varied impacts. In the Chemical Distribution Industry, digitalization notably enhances 

operational efficiency, particularly in sales, marketing, logistics, and production. The 

Automotive Industry similarly reports a high impact on marketing and sales but with 

slightly less emphasis than on business model transformation. The Pharma & 

Healthcare Industry, while recognizing a higher impact on operating models compared 

to business models, still does not reach the intensity observed in the other two 
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industries. This disparity highlights how digital technologies integrate differently within 

industry-specific processes and workflows. Moreover, the underlying reasons for the 

perceived impacts differ. In Chemical Distribution, the rapid adoption of digital 

platforms and automation directly influences both business and operational structures. 

In the Automotive Industry, the focus on mobility solutions and digital car services 

drives transformation, while in Pharma & Healthcare, the regulated nature of 

healthcare practices and slower digital adoption rates contribute to a more moderate 

impact. In conclusion, the comparison of the three first hypotheses H1 highlights that 

digitalization is universally recognized as influential across the Chemical Distribution, 

Automotive, and Pharma & Healthcare industries. However, the extent of the impact 

and the specific areas affected vary significantly. While the Chemical Distribution and 

Automotive industries perceive digital transformation as more integral to business and 

operating models, the Pharma & Healthcare Industry exhibits a more conservative 

approach, acknowledging digitalization's impact without fully integrating it into core 

practices. These variations underscore the importance of industry-specific strategies 

when addressing digital transformation.  

The comparison of hypothesis H2 across the three industries reveals also several  

commonalities and industry-specific differences in how businesses respond to the 

impact of digitalization. While all three sectors acknowledge the transformative 

potential of digital technologies, the pace, focus, and strategies for implementing these 

changes vary widely based on market dynamics, customer expectations, and 

operational constraints. In the chemical distribution industry, digital transformation is 

primarily driven by the need for operational efficiency and customer service 

enhancement. Business experts from this sector confirm the widespread desire to 

reduce manual work, automate routine processes, and create more customer-facing 

time for sales representatives. For instance, IP1 aims to leverage external online 

platforms and digital logistics services to streamline order management, while IP2 

focuses on self-service functions, such as chatbots and digital product libraries, to 

reduce inbound customer service workloads. Larger distributors like IP6 and IP8 adopt 

a more structured approach, creating dedicated digital roadmaps that prioritize short-

term, high-impact projects over long-term investments, emphasizing step-by-step 

digital evolution. However, smaller distributors, like IP3, often struggle with limited 

resources, making their digital efforts more reactive and narrowly focused. 
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The automotive industry presents a more complex digital landscape, where 

transformation extends beyond operational efficiency to encompass the entire 

customer journey. Here, digital technologies are integrated not just to optimize internal 

processes but also to enhance customer experiences and explore new revenue 

streams. OEMs are investing in digital units and innovation hubs to manage the 

transformation process, focusing on everything from automated production and 

predictive maintenance to customer-centric digital services. Unlike chemical 

distributors, automotive companies face the additional challenge of coordinating digital 

initiatives across large, complex organizations with extensive legacy systems. This 

often leads to a slower overall transformation pace, as confirmed by interview partners 

who rated their progress as only 1.5 on a scale of 5, indicating a significant gap 

between ambition and current capabilities. In contrast, the pharma and healthcare 

industry, while also driven by efficiency gains, places a stronger emphasis on customer 

experience and innovation in patient care. Business experts in this sector highlight the 

potential for digital tools to revolutionize patient interactions, streamline drug 

development processes, and optimize supply chains. However, progress has been 

relatively slow, with an average transformation rating of 2.4 on a 5-point scale, 

reflecting both the regulatory complexities and the cautious approach often adopted by 

healthcare firms. Similar to the automotive sector, these companies face challenges in 

integrating digital solutions across highly specialized and regulated environments. 

Despite these differences, several common themes emerge across the three 

industries. All sectors emphasize the need for strong digital strategies, clear roadmaps, 

and the integration of digital experts into core business functions. They also face 

common challenges, including internal resistance to change, outdated IT 

infrastructure, and data management issues. However, the motivations for digital 

transformation vary significantly: while chemical distributors primarily seek operational 

efficiencies and cost reductions, automotive companies aim for a broader 

transformation of the customer journey, and pharma firms focus on enhancing patient 

care and clinical outcomes. The comparative analysis of Hypothesis H2 across these 

three industries clearly demonstrates that digital technologies are indeed driving 

business model transformation, albeit at different paces and with varying strategic 

focuses. Chemical distributors prioritize operational efficiency and customer service, 

automotive companies focus on comprehensive customer journeys and new revenue 

streams, and pharma and healthcare firms aim to enhance patient outcomes and 
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process efficiency. While each sector faces unique challenges, the overarching trend 

is clear: digital transformation is no longer optional but a critical path to maintaining 

competitiveness in rapidly changing markets. As these industries continue to navigate 

their digital journeys, their ability to adapt, innovate, and integrate new technologies 

will determine their long-term success in the digital era. 

The comparison of Hypothesis H3 across the three industries also reveals both 

distinct differences and notable similarities in their approach to digital transformation 

and business model innovation. In the chemical distribution industry, platform owners 

and traditional chemical distributors exhibit fundamentally different perspectives on 

digital transformation. Platform owners are characterized by their proactive approach, 

striving to create new digital business models that extend beyond traditional 

marketplaces. They envision transforming their platforms into comprehensive, full-

service digital trading platforms, potentially becoming the "ChAmazon" of the chemical 

industry. This ambition involves integrating end-to-end solutions covering the entire 

order-to-cash process, including product search, distribution, and financial services. 

They emphasize the importance of mobile connectivity and logistical innovation, aiming 

to capture more of the value chain through digital means. In contrast, traditional 

chemical distributors focus primarily on digitally enhancing their existing business 

models rather than pursuing radical innovation. They see digital tools as a way to 

improve operational efficiency, reduce manual workload, and streamline customer 

interactions, without fundamentally altering their core competencies in physical 

distribution and technical services. Their approach is more conservative, emphasizing 

incremental digitalization over radical transformation. In the automotive industry, the 

approach to digital transformation is more segmented, reflecting the distinct needs of 

B2B and B2C customers. Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) generally aim for 

business model innovation in their B2C segment, where they seek to evolve from pure 

vehicle manufacturers into comprehensive mobility providers. This shift involves 

integrating Internet of Things (IoT) technologies, offering functions on demand, and 

building digital ecosystems to support new mobility solutions. This approach reflects a 

forward-looking vision, similar to the ambitions of platform owners in the chemical 

sector. However, in the B2B segment, OEMs prefer to enhance their existing business 

models, focusing on digital transformation rather than complete reinvention. They aim 

to digitally optimize their traditional sales, manufacturing, and service processes while 

maintaining the core structure of their current business operations. This split approach 
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highlights a more nuanced understanding of market dynamics, where the potential for 

radical change varies significantly between customer segments. In the pharmaceutical 

and healthcare industry, the emphasis is even more firmly on evolutionary 

transformation rather than business model innovation. Companies in this sector 

prioritize digital tools to enhance efficiency and customer responsiveness without 

significantly altering their core business structures. They focus on optimizing 

established processes like supply chain management, production, and regulatory 

compliance through digital means, rather than attempting to redefine their business 

models as platform operators. This approach reflects a conservative stance, likely 

driven by the highly regulated nature of the industry and the critical importance of 

maintaining product quality and safety. Unlike platform owners in the chemical sector 

or B2C OEMs in the automotive industry, pharmaceutical companies emphasize 

stability and gradual improvement over disruptive innovation. In terms of similarities, 

all three industries recognize the value of digital technologies in improving efficiency 

and customer experience. However, the degree to which they embrace business 

model innovation varies significantly. Platform owners in the chemical distribution 

sector and B2C automotive OEMs demonstrate a more aggressive pursuit of digital-

first business models, while traditional chemical distributors, B2B automotive OEMs, 

and pharmaceutical companies lean towards enhancing existing frameworks without 

fundamentally altering their core operations. The analysis of Hypothesis H3 across 

these industries underscores the varying degrees of digital transformation driven by 

industry-specific dynamics. Platform owners in the chemical distribution industry and 

B2C-focused automotive OEMs lead in pursuing full-scale business model innovation, 

reflecting their readiness to disrupt traditional markets through digital platforms. In 

contrast, traditional chemical distributors, B2B automotive OEMs, and pharmaceutical 

companies prioritize a more measured, evolutionary approach to digital transformation, 

enhancing established business models rather than pursuing radical reinvention. This 

divergence reflects the influence of market structure, customer expectations, and 

regulatory constraints on digital strategy, highlighting the importance of context in 

shaping digital transformation pathways. 

Last but not least the comparison of Hypothesis H4 evaluated the digital readiness 

and strategic visions across the chemical distribution, automotive, and pharmaceutical 

and healthcare industries. Similar to the previous x-evaluation of hypotheses, the 

evaluation shows certain overlapping aspects as well as differences. Across all three 
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industries, a common thread is the ambitious vision statements of the companies 

interviewed. In the chemical distribution sector, most business experts expressed a 

dual vision: becoming the preferred distribution partner for chemical manufacturers 

while also aiming to be a frontrunner in digital sales. This involves transforming into a 

one-stop-shop for small and medium-sized customers by leveraging selective digital 

technologies to enhance sales excellence and process efficiency. However, despite 

this aspirational vision, the actual digital readiness of chemical distributors remains 

low, with average self-assessments scoring just 2 out of 5. This reflects a significant 

gap between strategic intent and operational capability. Factors such as a focus on 

daily operational efficiency, conservative budgets (approximately 2% of annual 

turnover), and internal resistance to change have been identified as major barriers to 

digital transformation. Small distributors, in particular, struggle more than their larger 

counterparts, lacking both digital roadmaps and the necessary in-house expertise. 

Larger distributors have begun their digital journeys but tend to prioritize short-term, 

low-budget solutions, indicating a reactive rather than proactive approach to digital 

transformation. In contrast, chemical trading platforms exhibit a fundamentally different 

approach to digital readiness. These platforms, by definition, operate as fully digital 

businesses and hence rated their digital readiness at the highest level (5 out of 5). 

Their strategic focus is on maximizing market share through enhanced visibility, traffic, 

and user growth, supported by substantial digital budgets (70-100% of annual 

turnover). These platforms aim to dominate as leading trading or e-auction platforms 

within the chemical industry, underpinned by advanced digital customer journeys and 

comprehensive service offerings. This significant financial commitment reflects their 

deep-rooted digital DNA and positions them to rapidly scale and adapt to changing 

market dynamics, contrasting sharply with the slower, more hesitant progress of 

chemical distributors. Similarly, automotive OEMs articulate forward-looking digital 

visions, aspiring to become frontrunners in the mobility market. They seek to transform 

from traditional car manufacturers into digital mobility providers, aligning their business 

models with emerging trends like connected vehicles, autonomous driving, and 

mobility-as-a-service (MaaS). However, like chemical distributors, OEMs also struggle 

with digital readiness, reflecting a disconnect between their ambitious digital 

aspirations and their current capabilities. Despite a generally positive employee 

mindset towards digital change, internal digital know-how remains insufficient, budgets 

are constrained (typically 2-5% of annual turnover), and comprehensive digital 
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strategies often lack full execution. OEMs face particular challenges in upskilling their 

workforce, integrating digital processes, and overcoming entrenched operational 

models. This industry-wide hesitancy to fully embrace digital transformation echoes 

the struggles observed in the chemical distribution sector, despite the broader scope 

and scale of automotive operations. Pharmaceutical and healthcare companies 

present a similarly mixed picture. While many organizations in this sector have 

developed digital strategies focusing on customer-centricity and operational efficiency, 

their overall digital readiness is rated slightly higher than chemical distributors, at 

approximately 2.4 out of 5. This reflects a cautious, incremental approach to digital 

transformation. Despite ambitious goals such as streamlining R&D processes, 

enhancing customer journeys, and expanding digital self-service capabilities, these 

companies face similar hurdles to their counterparts in the chemical and automotive 

industries. Key challenges include fragmented digital initiatives, insufficient technical 

expertise, and limited integration of digital processes across the organization. 

Moreover, financial commitment to digital transformation remains relatively low, 

typically under 5% of annual turnover, reinforcing the observation that many 

companies still view digitalization as a supplementary rather than transformative force. 

In conclusion, the comparison of hypothesis H4 across these three industries reveals 

a strikingly similar pattern: while companies consistently articulate bold digital visions, 

their digital readiness and execution capabilities significantly lag behind these 

aspirations. Chemical distributors and OEMs share the challenge of aligning strategic 

ambitions with operational realities, constrained by conservative budgets and internal 

resistance to change. In contrast, digital-native platforms stand out as exceptions, 

leveraging deep digital integration and substantial financial investment to achieve rapid 

market penetration and growth. The healthcare and pharmaceutical sectors, while 

somewhat more advanced in their digital strategies, still face considerable obstacles 

in translating vision into action. These findings underscore the critical importance of 

aligning digital strategies with operational capabilities, adequate budgeting, and 

effective change management to successfully navigate the digital transformation 

journey across industries. 
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4 Conclusion and Recommendation 
4.1 Conclusion 
 

Digital transformation has become a critical strategic priority across numerous 

industries, reshaping established business models and redefining operational 

efficiencies. In the context of B2B industries, the chemical distribution, automotive, and 

pharmaceutical sectors present unique challenges and opportunities, each shaped by 

distinct market dynamics and technological landscapes. The chemical distribution 

industry stands at a crucial juncture in its digital journey. Both literature and expert 

interviews reveal that digital transformation is primarily focused on modernizing 

operating models rather than fundamentally redefining business models. Despite early 

investments in CRM systems, e-commerce platforms, and IT infrastructure, many 

distributors still struggle to develop comprehensive digital strategies. This gap is 

particularly pronounced among smaller distributors, who face resource constraints and 

lack the internal know-how to identify and address critical transformation opportunities. 

Larger distributors, in contrast, have made more progress, adopting more structured 

digital roadmaps that emphasize efficiency gains and customer experience 

improvements. One of the key insights from the interviews is the tendency of chemical 

distributors to prioritize quick wins over long-term transformation. This includes efforts 

to digitize order-to-cash processes, streamline logistics, and enhance customer 

interactions through digital tools and self-service functions. However, these initiatives 

are not comparable with real business model innovation as they focus rather on 

incremental improvements rather than on disruptive change. Furthermore, distributors 

are facing significant challenges in orchestrating digital roadmaps along the digital 

transformation, leading to fragmented digital initiatives which are disconnected from 

each other. Interestingly, the evaluation highlighted a significant contrast between 

traditional distributors and emerging digital platforms. While distributors remain 

focused on maintaining existing business structures, digital platforms have rapidly 

captured market share by offering seamless, fully digitalized customer services. These 

platforms are designed to address specific customer pain points, leveraging data 

transparency, connectivity, and automation to create superior value. This shift has 

already begun to disrupt traditional market dynamics, with platforms creating new 

business models and by doing so, setting new benchmarks in terms of efficiency and 

customer service. The automotive industry as one of the early adopters of digital 
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technologies, industrial automation and robotics, has reached a relatively substantial 

level of digital maturity. However, the ongoing shift toward electric vehicles (EVs), 

autonomous driving, and connected car technologies have forced car manufacturers 

to rethink their entire business model. This transformation extends beyond operational 

efficiencies to include fundamental changes in value creation, delivery, and capture. 

According to both the literature and expert interviews, automotive companies are 

adopting a dual-path strategy: transforming their traditional B2B business models while 

simultaneously exploring innovative B2C offerings. In the B2C segment, car 

manufacturers are experimenting with mobility-as-a-service (MaaS) models, on-

demand transportation, and digital ecosystems that integrate services beyond the 

vehicle itself. These approaches are designed to capture value from emerging revenue 

pools as traditional revenue sources like after-sales services decline. However, similar 

to chemical distributors, automotive companies face significant challenges in 

implementing these strategies. Interviews revealed internal resistance to change, 

fragmented digital initiatives, and resource constraints as major barriers. Despite this, 

the automotive sector benefits from a more digitally savvy workforce and stronger 

technological foundations, giving it a potential advantage in the digital race. Digital 

transformation in the pharmaceutical and healthcare industry is driven by a different 

set of pressures, including regulatory compliance, patient safety, and the increasing 

demand for personalized medicine. Unlike the chemical and automotive industries, 

pharmaceutical companies are deeply embedded in highly regulated environments 

that constrain their ability to innovate rapidly. While pharmaceutical firms have made 

strides in digitalizing operational processes - such as supply chain automation and 

R&D analytics - they remain cautious about full-scale business model transformation. 

Experts highlighted the importance of maintaining trust, quality, and compliance, which 

often leads to conservative digital strategies focused on incremental improvements 

rather than disruptive innovation. Nevertheless, digital health platforms, telemedicine, 

and AI-driven drug discovery are emerging as potential game-changers. These 

innovations promise to transform patient care and reduce healthcare costs but require 

significant cultural and structural shifts that many established firms haven’t fully 

embraced yet. Summarizing, the evaluation has proven that digitalization is reshaping 

the business model of B2B industries. Hereby, the transformation approach of 

organizations in the three evaluated industries differs in speed and progress. Chemical 

distributors, automotive OEMs, and pharmaceutical firms each face unique challenges 
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and opportunities, reflecting their distinct market dynamics and technological contexts. 

However, a common theme emerges: the need to move beyond isolated digital projects 

toward holistic business model transformations. None of the evaluated industries show 

a radical change of their business model towards new business model innovations. 

Only the automotive sector in the area of B2C has partially shown a tendency to 

develop a business model innovation. All other industry sectors of this evaluation 

remain focusing on the digital transformation of their existing business model while 

keeping their established business up and running. That’s why it is rather an 

evolutionary transformation of the existing business model towards digital technologies 

than a radical revolution towards business model innovations. In the coming years, the 

convergence of AI, IoT, and advanced analytics will further accelerate this shift, 

creating new competitive pressures and opportunities for innovation. Companies that 

successfully integrate digital technologies into their core strategies, while aligning their 

organizational cultures and talent capabilities, will be best positioned to capture long-

term value. As digital ecosystems continue to evolve, the gap between digital leaders 

and laggards will widen, potentially leading to significant market consolidation and the 

emergence of new industry leaders. As B2B industries evolve, digital transformation 

will remain a critical determinant of competitive advantage. The chemical distribution 

sector must overcome structural inertia to fully realize its digital potential, while the 

automotive industry must navigate the complexities of dual transformation in both B2B 

and B2C markets. The pharmaceutical industry, meanwhile, must strike a balance 

between innovation and regulation, leveraging digital technologies to enhance patient 

outcomes without compromising safety. Ultimately, the companies that master these 

challenges will not only survive but thrive in an increasingly digital world. While this 

thesis aimed to provide a comprehensive analysis of digitalization and its impact on 

business models in selected B2B industries, it is acknowledged that, like all academic 

research, it has its limitations. Further empirical research, particularly in other B2B 

sectors, is essential to develop a more holistic understanding of how digital 

transformation will shape business models in the coming years. This would not only 

validate the findings presented in this thesis but also reveal additional insights into the 

varying challenges and opportunities faced by organizations in other B2B industries. 

 

 



 43 

4.2 Recommendation for Business Leaders in B2B Industries 
 

Digital transformation has evolved from a supporting function into a core strategic 

priority across B2B industries. For business leaders in the three explored industries, 

the pressure to adopt is no longer optional, it is existential. While many companies 

have initiated digitalization projects, the shift towards integrated, transformative and 

value-driven digital strategies remains inconsistent and insufficient to maintain long-

term competitiveness in the respective market segment. Business leaders must move 

beyond fragmented digital initiatives and short-term efficiency gains to pursue a 

holistic, long-term vision for digital transformation. This begins with recognizing that 

digital transformation is not just a technological journey. It is a fundamental shift in how 

value is created, delivered and captured. The ability to redefine business models in 

light of digital capabilities, rather than simply optimizing existing processes, will 

increasingly separate market leaders from those left behind. In the chemical 

distribution industry for example, digitalization has largely focused on modernizing 

operating models through CRM tools, digital order-to-cash processes and customer 

self-service functions. These are necessary steps but they fall short of enabling 

genuine transformation. Business leaders in this sector must develop future-oriented 

digital roadmaps that align digital capabilities with emerging customer expectations 

and new value propositions. This includes exploring data-driven services, ecosystem 

participation and platform based sales-models. This risk of maintaining traditional 

business structures while digital platforms gain market share cannot be 

underestimated. Executives must prioritize long-term business model evolution over 

short-term digital quick wins to avoid strategic mistakes. In the automotive sector, 

digital transformation is progressing on dual fronts. Optimizing the traditional B2B 

model while simultaneously exploring B2C innovations such as mobility-as-a-service 

and digital ecosystems. While this industry benefits from a high level of digital maturity 

and a technically skilled workforce, implementation is still impacted by internal 

resistance and fragmented strategic execution. Leaders in the automotive industry 

must institutionalize cross-functional digital governance structures and cultivate an 

agile innovation culture that supports incremental improvements and bold 

experimentation. Importantly, leaders should embrace the duality of maintaining 

operational excellence in core manufacturing while investing in adjacent or even 

disruptive digital ventures. Doing so will allow them to diversify revenue streams and 

future-proof their business models in an ear of electrification, connectivity and service-



 44 

driven mobility. For companies in the pharma and healthcare industry, the primary 

challenge lies in reconciling the demands of digital innovation with the imperatives of 

regulatory compliance and patient safety. Digital transformation In this sector is 

understandably cautious, often limited to incremental gains in areas like R&D analytics, 

supply chain automation and compliance tracking. Yet, the advent of digital health 

platforms, AI-powered diagnostics and personalized medicine offers immense 

potential for redefining patient value. Across all three B2B industries, one of the most 

pressing recommendations is the need to connect isolated digital projects and 

initiatives into a unified strategic vision. Fragmentation remains a significant barrier to 

effective transformation. Executives must take ownership of their digital agenda 

appointing cross-functional leadership teams, developing enterprise-wide KPIs for 

digital success and integrating transformation goals into core business planning. 

Moreover, it is crucial to invest in digital talent development, as the successful 

implementation of advanced technologies such as AI, IoT and data analytics depends 

not only on infrastructure but also on the human capabilities to use them effectively. 

Leadership commitment, cultural and digital capability-building musts become top 

priorities. Business model innovations is not achieved through technology alone. It 

requires empowering people, streamlining hierarchies and creating environments 

where experimentation and failure are accepted as part of learning. The 

implementation of digital sales channels, the integration of genAI based automations 

in Marketing and Sales divisions for example take time. Customers as well as internal 

workforce need to get used to the new way of interaction. Success does not come per 

definition. Organizations need to create the fundamental basis and except a realistic 

timeline that those solutions can pay off. Business leaders should not expect a double 

digit return on invest within the first three to six month after executing a pilot project. In 

doing so, organizations will be better equipped to identify opportunities beyond their 

current markets, design new customer experiences and build scalable, digital value 

propositions. As digital ecosystems become more and more important in B2B 

industries, collaboration will become a critical source of competitive advantage. 

Business Leaders should consider strategic partnerships, joint ventures and open 

innovation models that allow access to capabilities, technology and knowhow that 

cannot be reached alone. In essence, digital transformation in B2B industries must 

shift from being an isolated initiative to become the central pillar of corporate strategy. 

The companies that succeed will be those that move decisively from digital optimization 
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to digital reinvention, align their culture and capabilities with their digital ambitions and 

make bold choices about how they want to compete and create value in the future.  

For business leaders, the route course is clear: build strategic clarity, foster 

organizational agility and lead with vision, not just technology. Only then will digital 

transformation evolve from promise to performance and success. Besides the 

foundational elements Business Leaders need to navigate through the complexity of 

digital transformation by adopting a structured, evidence-driven approach that begins 

with a comprehensive maturity assessment. This assessment, encompassing an “as-

is” analysis of digital capabilities, organizational culture, data infrastructure, customer 

orientation, and ecosystem integration serves as a critical baseline from which the “to-

be” design can be meaningfully developed. Based on the maturity results, leaders can 

then articulate a clear digital ambition and translate it into an actionable transformation 

blueprint. This blueprint should integrate strategic priorities, target-state business and 

operating model design, and the technological foundations required for scalable 

digitalization. Importantly, the assessment process not only reveals readiness gaps but 

also highlights early opportunities for value creation. These early opportunities should 

be leveraged to launch initial AI-enabled initiatives—targeting areas such as process 

automation, predictive decision-making, enhanced customer engagement, and data-

driven service innovation—to generate efficiency gains and quick wins across the 

organization.  

Finally, transformation should be operationalized through a phased and realistic 

roadmap, aligning governance, talent, technology, and change-management 

interventions. By introducing AI-enabled solutions early in the journey and anchoring 

decisions in a systematic maturity assessment, organizations create the conditions for 

sustained digital evolution rather than isolated experimentation. In doing so, B2B firms 

position themselves not only to modernize their business models but also to foster 

long-term resilience, competitiveness, and value creation in an increasingly data-

driven economy. 

 


