
hierarchically coordinated. First, since the Second World War, retailers 
followed a wholesale – retailer model, in which the wholesaler and 
retailer were independent actors; they controlled and coordinated their 
own resources and activities; and optimized independently their busi-
ness resources and profits. Second, since the early 1990’s retailer was, 
more or less, organized according to a chain organizations model. In this 
centrally managed and controlled business models, the chain organiza-
tions were responsible for the buying tasks and co-operation with the 
suppliers, shifting responsibility from the individual stores to the chain 
management. Digitalization and digital platforms have brought large 
changes to these prevailing retail business models

While large retail chains have been dominant during the past few 
decades, as the optimization of distribution has often been the differen-
tiating factor, we are now witnessing increased disintermediation in the 
retail value-chain as new entrants are applying advances in information 
technology to create novel combinations of value for end-customers. 
For example, digital platforms, such as the ones from Alibaba, Amazon, 
eBay, JD.com and Rakuten, are now raising the bar for the retail custo-
mer experience, aggregating supply and demand-side data, as well as 
merchandise, logistics, customer service, and payment information to 
create a harmonized customer experience across their digital platform-
based ecosystem.

Rather than competing with fixed assets and capabilities, such as a 
network of stores, the power of digital platforms comes from their abi-
lity to tap into a large group of end-customers and suppliers as platform 
users. However, platform business models are somewhat different from 
each other. Digital platforms can be described as pure-play platforms, 
e.g. Alibaba’s Tmall and Taobao, when all of the sales through the 
marketplace come from third-party providers, or hybrids, e.g. Amazon.
com, when half of the sales come from third-party providers and the 
remaining half from own inventory, including a growing share of private 
labels. 

Digital platforms also change the prevailing earnings logic in the retail 
sector. Before, retailers made money from their margin, the difference 
between the wholesale cost and the final sales price. Now, digital plat-
forms and digital platform owners earn revenue primarily from commis-
sions rather than the sales margin as they only intermediate exchanges 
between buyers and sellers rather than baring the inventory risk. This 
makes many platforms highly profitable, as they have little fixed assets 
and the margins are relatively higher. For example, in 2019, Alibaba 
Group’s net profit margin was over 33%, a huge difference to retailers 
like Walmart and Tesco with a net profit margin of approximately 3% 
and 2% respectively. 

Therefore, what differentiates digital platforms from incumbent retail 

Digitalization has transformed societies and in-
dustries during the past decade, or so. In the ear-
ly 1990’s Internet technologies enabled firms to 
sell online to complement their offline business 
and open new marketing and sales channels, 
and today these same, albeit more advanced, 
information and communication technologies, 
are enabling customers and suppliers to bypass 
existing intermediaries in the value chain and 
creating new markets in the process. 

Digital Platforms: Definitions and Perspectives
A large enabler of these developments has been the platform economy 
and the digital platform, which have enabled a progressive shift in 
market power from producers and retailers, to service providers and 
distributors. 

Digital platforms can be defined and characterized as intermediaries 
that connect people and organizations together to enable them to share 
information, or buy, share and access a wide variety of both goods 
and services. By intermediating interactions and transactions between 
independent customers and complementors, i.e. third-party product and 
service providers, digital transaction platforms create online structures 
for a wide range of human activities. Therefore, by matching custo-
mers and complementors, digital transaction platforms arguably enable 
higher volumes, lower prices combined with minimum transaction costs.

Digital platforms, therefore, now deliver a host of benefits across 
industries. For customers, digital platforms promise access to services 
that are generally cheaper and possess different qualities and features 
to those offered by traditional businesses, while for vendors, digital plat-
forms promise access to a large demand-side, in addition to minimum 
start-up costs, scheduling flexibility and a stable income. Thus, digital 
platforms enable vendors to reach a large, often global, demand-side, 
and to replace existing, incumbent, middlemen in the value chain. As 
such, businesses worldwide are increasingly dependent on such plat-
forms to reach both new and existing customers.

Digital Platforms in Retail
The retail sector is undergoing major transformations as new com-
petition, in the form of digital platforms, are winning over customers 
minds and wallets. The retail sector has traditionally been, more or less, 
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business models is that digital platforms must create value added for 
the individual customer to prevent customers transactions directly with 
the platform’s suppliers, or switching to a competing platform. The 
platform leader in the market is arguably the one with the best techno-
logy platform and the best ecosystem of suppliers and customers. In 
addition, the data assets provided by customers such as the accumu-
lating purchase history, demographic information, preferences and 
location data make a large difference, as they are used by platforms to 
customize and personalize the customer experience. This takes digital 
platforms further away from the traditional supply chain led view of 
retailing where customers are treated as a mass.

What Does this Mean for the Future of Retail Sector?
A fundamental shift in retailing has occurred through the development 
and adoption of platform-based business models. Retailers have tradi-
tionally competed primarily with prices, location and selection, but now 
through digitalization creating concepts and services that add value to 
customers has especially become a source of competitive advantage, as 
targeting individual customers has become more cost-effective through 
digital channels and tools. While in brick-and-mortar stores the retailers 
have the power about which products they shelve, in platforms the 
ultimate decision rests with the customer. 

In retail digital platforms, the platforms suppliers, from small sup-
pliers to large multinational brands, access the platforms end-customers 
base for a fixed sales commission or annual membership fee. This 
serves as a new distribution channel, helping suppliers to bypass large 
retailers like Spar or Netto in Denmark, as through digital platforms, 
suppliers can now gain a quick, easy access to a global customer base. 
On digital platforms, suppliers are thus fully integrated members of the 
value chain with the platform owners’ end-customers which was not 
previously possible in more hierarchically managed retail channels. 

So what does this mean for the future of the sector? While many 
retailers are still attempting to catch-up to the competitive advantage 

of the largest digital platforms, like, Alibaba, Amazon, eBay, JD.com 
and Rakuten, digital platforms are proving dominant, as evident, for 
example, through their growing share of global e-commerce sales. This 
shift in competition is due to such paltforms increasingly catering to 
the needs of more customers demanding convenience, by being able 
to create a more efficient one-click shopping experience combined with 
fast delivery and no-hassle returns. This comes from the integration of 
both the back and front stage processes in the service system, enabling 
them to deliver more holistic customer experiences that bridge the 
offline and online domain. Through the platform economy, the dominant 
customer experience is now click online (with all the aspects of price, 
selections, convenience), combined with the speed of receiving the pro-
duct, the ability to shop whenever and where-ever, and to try and return 
unwanted products at the customers leisure. This, combined with an 
increased aggregation of both supply and demand-side data across the 
online and offline domains to enrich the customer experience, makes 
the platform business model difficult for incumbents to catch-up to, at 
least, without a fundamental transformation of their existing service 
system.

Further Reading 
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Kommende aktiviteter
Lean og og Industri 4.0 Konference 2020        30. september

Eksperter og visionære Lean-specialister samles til DI og effektivitet.dk’s Lean konference 2020 for at 
dele deres viden og indsigter med dig, så du bliver inspireret og forberedt til at følge med den hastige ud-
vikling. Igennem inspirerende oplæg, workshop og networking får du mulighed for at stille skarpt på Lean 
og Industri 4.0 i din virksomhed.

Den Danske Supply Chain Konference         3. november

Vær med, og hør hvad eksperterne synes skal til, for at skabe den mest holdbare og bæredygtige Supply 
Chain.Sidste års vinder var Nilfisk for den transformation og de resultater, de har skabt indenfor supply 
chain området, samt for det meget bevidste design af en stærk platform for den fremtidige udvikling og 
transformation af Nilfisk.

OBS: Sæt mennesket forrest i implementering af Industry 4.0 Workshops i København og Aarhus 
samt Lær Lean ved kilden – tag på kaizen Tour til Japan afholdes til efteråret.

Kommende uddannelser
Bring SDG-erne i spil – til gavn for forretning og samfund     19.-20. maj

SDG-erne er kommet for at blive FN’s verdensmål, Sustainable Development Goals eller SDG-erne er i 
fokus, og virksomheder forventes at arbejde aktivt med SDG-ere. Hvis indsatsen planlægges og udføres 
effektivt, har det positiv virkning på både bundlinjen og samfundsøkonomien.

APICS CPIM – Part 2       Start 15. september

The APICS Certified in Production and Inventory Management (CPIM) program is recognized worldwide as 
the standard in production and inventory control, one of the most critical functions within an organization 
for reducing costs and achieving a competitive edge. Through the CPIM preparation and exam process, 
you will gain knowledge, learn skills and best practices required to execute, control and improve all of the 
internal operations within the four walls of your company.

APICS CLTD         Start 17. september

The APICS Certified in Logistics, Transportation and Distribution (CLTD) designation provides a compre-
hensive body of knowledge, best practices and standards for those in the logistics, transportation and 
distribution industries. The APICS CLTD designation serves the needs of both professionals and employers 
around the world by reducing the impact of industry skills gaps as well as assisting employers in devel-
oping the personnel needed to meet customer demand and impact bottom-line results.

Læs mere og tilmeld dig på www.effektivitet.dk



Adfærdsdesign for forandringsagenter     22. september

Mange forandringsprojekter fejler, og ofte skyldes det, at forandringer kræver at mennesker ændrer ad-
færd. Men vi glemmer nok alt for ofte, at adfærdsændringer ikke sker automatisk som følge af holdnings-
ændring men via handlingsændringer i den virkelige verden.

APICS CPIM – Part 1        Start 29. september

The APICS Certified in Production and Inventory Management (CPIM) program is recognized worldwide as 
the standard in production and inventory control, one of the most critical functions within an organization 
for reducing costs and achieving a competitive edge. Through the CPIM preparation and exam process, 
you will gain knowledge, learn skills and best practices required to execute, control and improve all of the 
internal operations within the four walls of your company. 

APICS CSCP                Start 1. oktober

The APICS Certified Supply Chain Professional (CSCP) program is the first and only supply chain certifi-
cation that encompasses the end-to-end global supply chain. APICS CSCP designees gain the skills to 
effectively manage global supply chain activities that involve suppliers, plants, distributors, and customers 
located around the world. Earning the CSCP credential makes you a recognized expert in the supply chain 
field. This professional distinction sets you apart from your colleagues, proving your high level of knowled-
ge and skills. It makes you a more valuable asset to your organization, keeping you and your organization 
more competitive in today’s economy. 


