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It is estimated that in 2020 B2B e-commerce in EU will be twice as large as B2C in terms 

of sales which proves a huge unrealized potential for EU SMEs. 

There is a risk of being surpassed by frontrunners as most SMEs have not even taken the 

first step in this direction. Succeeding with B2B e-commerce requires a huge turn-around 

within the company's internal processes as this may scale up the turnover dramatically.  

Digitizing and automatizing the internal processes of the SME is the key to managing and 

keeping up with huge growth in global e-commerce while ensuring economic profit. 
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Introduction 

The key presentation at the partner meeting in Denmark on “Global B2B e-commerce in the 
US & EU” is by Jacob Shellenberger-Bessmann, Senior Commercial advisor at the ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, New York and Sascha Domula, E-commerce and Marketing 
Advisor at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, Berlin. 
 
Danish companies have high online sales internally in Denmark and are very good at 
adopting e-commerce, however not very good at using e-commerce for export. DK has an e-
export deficit. Therefore, the global e-commerce team under the Danish Trade Council was 
established to onboard companies.  
 
The offerings of the Ecommerce team include:  

1. Entering markets. 
2. Accessing platforms - overview of partnerships both existing and future - most of 

them are B2C platforms but in the future there will be more focus om B2B platforms. 
3. Optimizing processes – support via networks, pushing brands, working with service 

providers. 
4. Distributing products. 

 
In Denmark we have written about this good practice of The Danish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs´ E-Export Program and you can read more about it at our Future Ecom website if you 
are interested in knowing more about it https://www.interregeurope.eu/policylearning/good-
practices/item/3508/ministry-of-foreign-affairs-e-export-program/. 
 
Digital competences are very important for the companies if they want to be successful in 
B2B e-commerce. The challenge is that many companies have outsourced their IT 
competences the last years and therefore it is very difficult for them to incorporate the new 
digital technologies in their companies. That is why we also had a presentation on “Digital 
force of imagination” by Reimer Ivang who is Ph.D., Business Researcher and CEO and 
founder of Ivang.dk/Better World Fashion. You can also read a short introduction to Digital 
force of imagination in this report.   
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B2B introduction 
Companies operating in the B2B e-commerce space follow either the direct model or the 
marketplace model to conduct their business. The direct model involves companies setting 
up their own platforms and selling directly to the buyers. A marketplace on the other hand is 
a platform where many companies sell their products alongside their competitors.  
 

 
 
 
 

B2B vs B2C  
In B2C commerce, the motto is simply "product sold, target achieved". B2B customer 
relationships, on the other hand, are traditionally more long-term. The purchasing process is 
generally much more complex here variables such as delivery conditions, logistics or 
assembly services come into play. There is often a long-term, personal and serviceoriented 
relationship between suppliers and companies. Up to now, B2B has been relatively safe: 
once a customer has been won, the chances are good that a long-term business relationship 
will develop.  
 
You can see some of the differences between B2B and B2C at the figure below.  
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Source: Presentation of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the partner meeting. 
 
 

Vertical and horizontal market 
B2B is much more complex than B2C. B2C is short term after sale of product whereas B2B 
is traditionally longer term and usually with more focus on customer relationship.  
 
A vertical market is used in the national economy to describe a market in which goods and 
services from business segments of a value chain in a particular industry are offered.  
A horizontal market is a market in which the same products, i.e. goods and services, are sold 
to companies in different sectors. 
 
You can see an illustration at the figure below. 
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Source: Presentation of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the partner meeting. 

 
B2B e-commerce sector penetration 
Data from France show that some sectors like Travel/transportation, furniture/office supplies 
have been among the sectors that have most quickly adopted to B2B ecommerce 
The more mission critical a purchase is and the more frequently you use the good, the more 
likely it is that a company will use more old school sales channels. The less critical the 
purchase is (pens, paper, etc.), the more likely companies are to use B2B  
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Amazon also has a B2B platform for businesses – pretty much the same as the B2C platform 
but with a business focus and higher quantities. Amazon closes and removes companies if 
they or their products do not live up to expectations. Amazon focuses on customers’ 
experience and if too many customers complain, Amazon may close the account. 
 
 
 
 
Summary 

The partner meeting in Aalborg, Denmark was on the subject “Global B2B e-commerce in the 
US & Europe”. The report look into global B2B e-commerce but also specific into e-
commerce in the US & Europe. Another subject is the digital challenge for B2B e-commerce 
and the concept of “Digital force of imagination” is introduced.  
 
At the end of the report we sum up on the barriers and opportunities for global B2B 
ecommerce in the US & EU. 
 
 
 
 
Current situation  
Global B2B e-commerce overview 
Most companies don’t know about the B2B marketplaces and platform possibilities that exist. 
The B2B marketplace is at least twice as big as the B2C marketplace but not known to most 
people. Predictions for the future are that the B2B platforms/marketplaces will follow the 
development and growth of the B2C platforms, that are taking over consumer sales. 
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B2B growth 
In B2C business, online platforms and marketplaces are already established business 
models. Online platforms and marketplaces are becoming more and more important in the 
B2B sector. Why? For the buyers of a company, procurement via the platforms is practical. 
For retailers, B2B marketplaces are a good way to open up new markets and opportunities. 
The growth of B2B e-commerce makes complete sense because B2B buyers are essentially 
B2C buyers who expect seamless, high-quality online purchasing experiences. 
 
Amazon and Alibaba, for example, have set up similar platforms/marketplaces to their B2C 
platforms. B2C is very developed and B2B is in its start-up phase. The market place of 
Alibaba does not have own stock, so it is a true market place. Amazon has many products 
owned by Amazon, but majority is sold by third parts. They only make money on cloud 
services, they don’t earn anything on selling products. Scary for others trying to do the same, 
unless they sell specialized products. Room for growth = niche market with specialist 
knowledge. 
 

Status of the major e-commerce markets 
Asia: Dominated by pure players with huge market penetration and global reach. 
EU: Many legacy players that provide high level of service for their clients and still have a 
window of opportunity to launch their own market places – less profitable but necessary.  
US: Service level in the US has not been that high in B2B so market places have had an 
easier time gaining momentum. 
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Global B2B: buyers behavior & Continental differences 

 
 

 
 
Source: Presentation of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the partner meeting. 

 
 
B2B Europe vs world 
B2B is growing continuously worldwide and predicted to be worth US$12.2 trillion in 2019 
corresponding to a 13% increase since 2013. Expected volume in 2019 for Asia/Pacific 
(concentrated in China) is US$ 9.8 trillion, USA US$ 1.4 trillion in 2019 up from US$606 
billion in 2013. The size of the European market was US$255 billion in 2013 and is going to 
increase to US$355 billion in 2019 
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B2B Logistics Europe vs World 
As concerns B2B logistics, the EU performs well at country level (top 10 is EU countries) but 
if we look at logistics at EU level (countries combined), the performance is not as good. 
 
Closed marketplace is a good solution for very big companies, building on and transferring 
the relations of trust already existing in the traditional marketplace to a B2B marketplace (for 
example BMW and their suppliers) 

 
 

 

Source: World Bank LogisticsPerformance Index 2018 
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B2B Europe 
 

 
 
Source: Presentation of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the partner meeting. 
 
 
 
Key Facts of B2B Companies 
European B2B companies lean on e-commerce efforts to drive customer satisfaction, 
revenue growth, and productivity goals.  

50% of European B2B leaders say that their e-commerce efforts specifically help them 
capture, engage, and keep customers.  

B2B leaders specifically look for reliable, flexible, and complete technology solutions nearly 
and 50% admit that they face challenges finding third-party partners that can help them 
integrate these solutions. 
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B2B in Germany 
B2B is growing in Germany and Amazon business is by far the most used marketplace for 
B2B selling. 

 

 
Source: Presentation of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the partner meeting. 
 
 
 
 
B2B and B2C in Germany 

- B2B turnover around €180 Billion 
- B2C sales amounted to € 53 Billion in 2018  
- 2019 nearly € 60 Billion 
- Nearly 90% of Germans shop online at least once a year  
- The growth rate in recent years has been over 10%. 
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B2B Marketplaces in Germany 
Research from University of Regensburg 2018 with 149 SMES: Where are you selling your 
products? 
 

 
 
 
Expectations of B2B buyers in the US 
Similar to consumers: The best practices from B2C selling can be translated into B2B. 
Digital natives are becoming buyers for companies. Over 50 pct. of manufacturers in the US 
don’t have ecommerce sales channels in US but their customers are expecting it. Site search 
and navigation, user experiences, product images/video & payments checkout needs to be at 
the same high level. 
 

Barriers to US B2B e-commerce 
B2B is experiencing the same challenges that B2C was experiencing 10 years ago: 
 
•Processes needs to change 
•Sales force is often resistant 
•Executives have been successful without ecommerce 
•Many companies try ecommerce half-heartedly and is not fully successful because it is not 
done right. 
 
 



 

 

 

 

Project Future Ecom: State of the Art Report on “Global B2B E-commerce in the US & EU” 

|  13 / 16 

E-commerce research among B2B executives in the US 
 

 

 
Attitudes towards e-commerce among B2B executives in us 
 

 
 
 
Key Findings 
New technologies, growing competition and changing customer demands will further blur the 
boundaries between B2B and B2C in the future. Companies should better prepare today. 
What used to be innovative in B2C is now regarded as standard, the market as saturated 
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and more or less divided among the large platforms. In B2B, on the other hand, entire 
process chains are completely open to change, because many things are still going on as 
they were 20 years ago. B2B platforms are a good opportunity for companies, and especially 
for medium-sized businesses, to participate in this development without any great effort of 
their own. 
 
The US is one sole market and therefore uniform and easy to understand. EU is more 
fragmented, some platforms working only in one or few countries, barriers such as culture, 
language, payments methods, tax systems, etc. 
 
 
The digital challenge for B2B e-commerce 
Digital competences are very important for the companies if they want to be successful in 
B2B e-commerce. The challenge is that many companies have outsourced their IT 
competences in the last years and therefore it is very difficult for them to incorporate the new 
digital technologies in their companies because they no longer have this competence in 
house.  
 
Reimer Ivang claims in his presentation that the greatest force of change today is digitization. 
Why? Because digitization grows exponentially and because digitalization power just 
becomes faster - smaller and cheaper. That is why digital imagination is important for the 
B2B company as it improves the ability of the companies to innovate and develop the value 
propositions of the future. That's why we need digital imagination because companies can´t 
use, invent or implement what they can´t imagine!  
 
Reimer introduce a concept which he calls “Digital force of imagination” - but what is it? It 
is defined as the capability to think with technology and to change the known to the possible. 
The capability to imagine and improvise within a narrow framework, with existing elements 
and thus create something new. 
 
Behavioral economics explain why we need digital imagination and it has the last years 
uncovered how several different unconscious biases influence our ability to make solid 
decisions: 
 

Success – overrating the value of experience and past achievements 
Act now – acting on incomplete knowledge 

Pattern recognition – selecting specific cues to create a pattern that is not there 
Stability – we favor stability 

Social acceptance – we look to our peers 
 
 

Digital imagination impact on B2B: 
 
1. Currently the business toolbox explodes.  
2. Successful management is redefined.  
3. Competition is redefined (think NOKIA). 
4. Great benefits to the companies that can utilize the new tools. Competition will be 

even harder for all others.  
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5. Outsourcing of IT is a trend that will provide short-term savings but will hurt the long-
term digital imagination. 

6. More and more companies will become IT/software companies in the future.  
7. The big question is – how do we develop the imaginative competences of managers 

to utilize the opportunities of the present and the future? 

 
 
Current Approach 

Barriers for B2B ecommerce 
1) One size does not fit all – different product lifecycles and features to take into 

consideration both in EU and in EU versus US. 
2)  People mindset is different in EU versus US among others with respect to shopping 

methods and payments – more advanced and accepted in US (for instance in US you 
have been able to shop online voice controlled using Alexa (Amazon), use of credit is 
more accepted in US). 

3)  Currency and exchange rates inside EU (advantage in US with common currency). 
4)  Logistic cost and time challenges (same day (or next day) delivery is becoming a 

requirement and the de facto standard). 
5)  IT-solutions and the interconnection between different systems and platforms are 

challenging and a digitalization challenge. 
6)  Agility of the employees (ongoing change and the management of these changes). 
7)  Culture differences within EU (besides EU and US) for e-commerce. 
8)  Legislation differences within EU (besides EU and US).  
9)  Payment conditions differences within EU (besides EU and US). 
10)  24 different languages in EU – official language in EU is English. 
11) Digital imagination is important for the B2B company as it improves the companies 

ability to innovate and develop the value propositions of the future therefore it is a 
problem, that most companies have been outsourcing their IT competences. 

 
 
Opportunities 
1) E-commerce platforms such as Amazon (Amazon Business) – makes the entry barrier 

low in order to get started with E-commerce 
2) “Online” that is E-commerce is the future – the market is growing (all by itself) 
3) Flexibility and innovation in e-commerce options 
4) Improve the digital imagination of company management and the board of directors in 

order to make them able to see and implement the digital possibilities in their 
companies. 
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Best Practice 
What have we identified as the best approach from: 

1) From best practices in region we have identified the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' E-
Export Program and E-export via online marketplaces and they are both described 
at the Future Ecom website.  

2) We have also identified 2 very good business models which are Luksusbaby(Luxury 
Baby) and Coolrunner.  

 
 
 
 


