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Digital commerce as a game-changer for how U.S. manufacturers 
conduct business has been talked about by ecommerce companies, 
analysts, and trade press editors for years.

But now, the time of just talk is past and more manufacturers are 
taking aggressive action to start or expand digital commerce.

Despite battling big headwinds from major challenges such as 
supply chain disruption and COVID-19, manufacturers as a group 
are ramping up their physical — and digital — assembly lines. The 
numbers begin to tell the story.

U.S. manufacturers grew their combined digital sales 12.9% to 
$4.104 trillion in 2021 from $3.634 trillion in 2020, according to data 
and analysis contained in the 2022 Manufacturing Report from 
Digital Commerce 360.

These numbers are in line with total U.S. manufacturing sales, 
which grew 12.6% to $6.036 trillion from $5.354 trillion in 2020, 
according to data from the U.S. Department of Commerce.

But the fastest-growing channel remains B2B ecommerce. In 2021, 
manufacturers through their own websites and apps and on B2B 
marketplaces grew ecommerce 18.4% to $543.25 billion from 
$458.70 billion. That growth rate is 1.46 times greater than the 
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growth in all manufacturing sales and 1.43 times bigger than 
the increase in all electronic sales.

B2B ecommerce also now accounts for a bigger share of all 
U.S. manufacturing sales. Last year, B2B ecommerce sales 
totaled 9% of total manufacturing vs. 8.1% in 2020. As a 
group, U.S. manufacturers are making digital commerce a 
mainstream channel.

2020 and the coronavirus pandemic brought sudden and 
formidable challenges for B2B manufacturing companies. But 
it also ushered in new opportunities. Companies with the right 
ecommerce platforms and strategies in 2022 are in a prime 
position to grow as more businesses transition to purchase 
online rather than through in-person sales representatives.

According to the Department of Commerce, there are just over 
243,000 manufacturers in the U.S., and most organizations are 
small companies with 50 or fewer employees.

But manufacturers of any size that want to build their 
business and expand — not just online but all sales going 
forward — need to prioritize serving an increasingly digitally 
driven customer base. 
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Despite COVID-19 forcing many manufacturers to automate 
their operations, many only upgraded their supply chain 
systems just enough to survive. But in a world constantly 
changed by a pandemic, supply and demand volatility has 
ushered in need for real-time systems — not just data in 
spreadsheets and emails. To discuss how the digitization 
of data and a digital supply chain network (DSN) will help 
manufacturers thrive in today’s B2B ecommerce environment, 
Digital Commerce 360 spoke with R. Paul Singh, chief revenue 
officer of Tada Cognitive Solutions. 

Why is there a need to progress from data 
in spreadsheets to digitization of data and 
analytics?

Despite extensive investment in technology, many supply 
chain teams still depend on manual spreadsheets, emails and 
phone calls, causing frustration and extensive workloads just 
to keep up with changes. This presents multiple challenges:

n Manual processes increase the margin of errors. 

n The data that flows through spreadsheets and emails isn’t 
real time, so decisions based on old data may be wrong. 

n You can’t run what-if scenarios because spreadsheet data 
doesn’t carry all of the dependencies that affect decisions. 

n And it’s difficult to onboard new talent as it’s hard to train 
people on manual processes.

What challenges do manufacturers typically 
face with their digital transformation?

The three main challenges manufacturers face when trying to 
digitally transform their supply chain are:

n Lack of commitment from the top: Digital transformation 
needs cultural, process and financial changes that can only be 
successful if there’s commitment from the company’s leaders.

n People and process issues: This transformation must be 
sold to all stakeholders. Everyone needs to commit to 
retraining and process changes — internal teams and 
suppliers alike.

n Siloed technology: Manufacturers need to connect all 
of their systems — ERP, CRP, MRP, WMS, TMS and supply 
chain planning software — and build a new supply chain 
analytical layer that can look across these systems and 
allow every person in the company to get actionable 
intelligence that fit with their persona and security access.

What strategies, best practices and/or 
technologies help them overcome these 
challenges?

Many organizations underestimate the efforts and skills needed 
to build an advanced supply chain analytics layer that supply 
chain teams can easily adopt. But there are some best practices 
that work:

n Buy rather than build a supply chain advanced analytics 
system that can connect across all your internal and 
external systems.

n Ensure that your adopted system has in-built collaboration 
so that emails and phone calls can be replaced with 
real-time collaboration technology between all of your 
stakeholders.

n Start investing in the next generation control tower solutions 
based on the digital supply chain twin that helps in the 
execution window and extends to the planning cycle.

n Invest in agile solutions that can start your company on this 
journey in weeks and continue to grow with your needs.

Supply chain management (SCM) is an integral part of any 
business because it manages the flow of products or services 
meant to satisfy the needs of its end customers. Companies 
that adopt a DSN — an interconnected set of digitally enabled 
supply chain capabilities powered by a connected flow of 
information — will thrive.

How digital supply chains 
help manufacturers serve 
customers

An executive conversation with 
R. Paul Singh, chief revenue 

officer, Tada Cognitive Solutions
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The U.S. manufacturing sector is ramping up the assembly line for 
digital commerce.

In 2021, U.S. manufacturers grew their combined digital sales 12.9% 
to $4.104 trillion in 2021 from $3.634 trillion in 2020.

These numbers are in line with total U.S. manufacturing sales, 
which grew 12.6% to $6.036 trillion from $5.354 trillion in 2020, 
according to data from the U.S. Department of Commerce.

MANUFACTURERS SPEED UP 
THEIR DIGITAL PRODUCTIVITY

TOTAL U.S. MANUFACTURER SALES

Source: The 2022 Manufacturing Report, U.S. Department of Commerce
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Electronic data interchange (EDI) dominates manufacturing digital 
sales. This form of electronic sales accounted for over 60% of all 
manufacturing sales, a figure in line with previous years.

But the fastest-growing channel remains B2B ecommerce. 
Increasingly, as manufacturers of all types and sizes continue to 
serve a digital-first customer, they are focused on ecommerce and 
digital technology to convert more first-time online buyers into 
long-term — and loyal — digital customers. 

“The pandemic has forced all companies to adapt their sales channels 
to facilitate a remote workforce and no-contact sales approach. 
Manufacturers are taking a page out of retail’s handbook and are 
adopting electronic sales mechanisms,” says Maurice Liddell, 
principal and national manufacturing industry leader at accounting 
and management consulting firm BDO.

In 2021, manufacturers through their own websites and apps and 
on B2B marketplaces grew ecommerce 18.4% to $543.26 billion 
from $458.70 billion. These growth rates are 1.45 times greater than 
the growth in all manufacturing sales and 1.42 times bigger than 
the increase in all electronic sales.

B2B ecommerce also now accounts for a bigger share of all U.S. 
manufacturing sales. Last year, B2B ecommerce sales represented 
9.0% of total manufacturing vs. 8.1% in 2020. As a group, U.S. 
manufacturers are making digital commerce a mainstream channel.

Prior to March 2020, when multiple industries closed partially or 
altogether because of the global COVID-19 pandemic, B2B ecommerce 
was gaining solid momentum in manufacturing, but the pace of 
development varied widely in the manufacturing sector.

MANUFACTURERS SPEED UP THEIR DIGITAL PRODUCTIVITY
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As traditional sales channels such as retailers, wholesalers and 
distributors shuttered or scaled back the operations of stores 
and branches, more manufacturers began selling to digital-first 
customers.

MANUFACTURERS SPEED UP THEIR DIGITAL PRODUCTIVITY

TOTAL U.S. MANUFACTURER B2B ECOMMERCE SALES

B2B ECOMMERCE AS A PORTION OF ALL U.S. MANUFACTURER SALES

Source: The 2022 Manufacturing Report
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“COVID-19 was the catalyst that forced manufacturers to rethink 
their sales channels and adopt solutions to facilitate digital 
sales,” Liddell says. “While retail and financial services have 
been comfortable with ecommerce for many years, this is a new 
capability for many manufacturers.” 

And many manufacturers made significant strides last year in either 
embracing digital commerce for the first time or expanding their 
existing ecommerce strategy, say industry analysts.

MANUFACTURERS SPEED UP THEIR DIGITAL PRODUCTIVITY

THE NUMBER OF U.S. MANUFACTURERS DECLINES

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce
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But manufacturers that aspire to be truly exceptional at B2B 
ecommerce also need to think through a comprehensive strategy. 
They also need to get to know their digital customers personally, 
analysts say.

“Overall, I’ve seen significant improvement since COVID-19 
crashed into our world in early 2020,” says Perficient Director of 
Commerce Consulting Justin Racine. “B2B buyers demanded 
digital-first experiences. 

MANUFACTURERS SPEED UP THEIR DIGITAL PRODUCTIVITY
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Boeing Global Services, an arm of Boeing Corp. that sells parts and 
data products to the aviation industry as well as maintenance and 
engineering services, is flying high with B2B ecommerce.

In 2021, Boeing Global Services, which works with 6,000 global 
suppliers and carries an inventory of 15 million numbered parts, 
generated $2 billion in ecommerce sales.

Based on $2 billion in online sales, ecommerce accounted for 12.3% 
of $16.32 billion in total sales. This marks a 5% increase from total 
revenue of $15.54 billion in 2020. Boeing Global Services didn’t 
break out ecommerce sales for 2020.

“Boeing Distribution Inc., an online portal and formerly called 
Aviall, sold nearly 70,000 parts products through its ecommerce site 
to commercial and government customers, eclipsing pre-pandemic 
levels,” Boeing says. “Commercial orders accounted for $1.5 billion 
in sales, reflecting the continued recovery in the airline industry.”

Boeing has a long history selling parts online to the aviation 
industry, beginning in 1999. Boeing Distribution, which has 
headquarters in Dallas, is one of the world’s largest providers for 
new aviation parts and related aftermarket services.

BOEING ARM FLIES HIGH WITH  
$2 BILLION IN ECOMMERCE SALES

Boeing Global Services 
markets and distributes 
products for more than 

240 manufacturers
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The company markets and distributes products for more than 240 
manufacturers and offers approximately 2 million catalog items 
from 40 customer service centers in North America, Europe and 
Asia-Pacific, Boeing says.

Boeing Distribution also provides maintenance for aviation 
batteries, wheels, and brakes, as well as hose assembly, kitting, 
and paint-mixing services. Other products include supply chain 
and logistics services, including order processing, stocking and 
fulfillment, automated inventory management and reverse logistics 
to OEMs (original equipment manufacturers) and customers.

“Boeing is improving ecommerce with our customers in mind,” 
says William Ampofo, Boeing Global Services vice president of 
parts, distribution services, and supply chain. “In addition to 
launching new digital tools, we will continue to focus on digital and 
performance improvements, along with simplifying how we engage 
with our customers.”

In 2021, Boeing Distribution’s online revenue last year was 15% 
higher compared to pre-pandemic levels, while orders were 20% 
higher. The company did not break out any specific metrics.

The stronger ecommerce sales came as Boeing Distribution rolled 
out new tools to improve the customer experience. These include 
a new homepage, a live chat feature, and an online knowledge 
center, Boeing says.

The refreshed ecommerce parts website, which features more than 
500,000 products, generated 5 million visits from 50 countries last 
year, Boeing says.

“In addition to  
launching new digital 

tools, we will continue 
to focus on digital  
and performance 

improvements.”
—William Ampofo, 

vice president of parts, 
distribution services,  

and supply chain, Boeing 
Global Services 

BOEING ARM FLIES HIGH
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“Our $2 billion closeout to 2021 was a great capstone as the market 
heads to a more stable recovery,” says Boeing Global Services 
president and CEO Ted Colbert. “Our ecommerce capabilities are a 
great example of the digital solutions we provide to enable industry 
recovery and growth.” 

BOEING ARM FLIES HIGH
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