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“To Sink or Swim” is a common dilemma businesses find themselves facing at times, but this 
situation cannot be more relevant than in the past 12 months, with Covid-19 continuing to 
ravage the world’s economy. The Covid-19 crisis has made it imperative for companies who 
may have been sitting on the sidelines and slow at technology adoption to hasten their pace 
of digitisation. A recent McKinsey Global Survey of business executives concluded that
“Covid-19 has sped up the adoption of digital technologies by several years - and many of 
these changes could be for the long haul.” While there are many drivers for 
digital transformation the most rapid and extreme in recent memory has to be the 
chronic disruptive impact of Covid-19.

Covid-19 has uprooted our habits, such as face-to-face meetings, visits to shopping malls 
and global travel, forcing people to adopt technology we are not used to. For many of us, 
“zoom meetings”, “online food delivery”, “virtual conferences”, and  “telehealth consulting” 
are activities we were unaccustomed to previously, but are now central to our lives. As a 
result, businesses need to adapt quickly to the change in the way consumers interact and 
shop, to ensure that they remain relevant in this new tech dominant normal. 

Accelerated digital transformation has been observed in various sectors and industries, with 
many already underway prior to Covid-19, but now hastened. This report is not meant to be 
exhaustive but attempts to capture some of the most prominent emerging digitisation 
trends which we at Arcadier Enterprise have observed and believe will become mainstream 
in 2021 and beyond. Notwithstanding, one thing is certain: the quickened pace of business 
digital transformation is here to stay and if businesses do not embrace the inevitable, they 
will be left behind. 

Happy Reading,

You can reach us at: press@arcadier.com or visit us at: https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise
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Trend #1

Traditional Large Retailers 
Are Going Online

“While the appeal of physical retail certainly exists, online shopping is undoubtedly 
taking over with 2.14 billion people expected to buy their goods and services 
online by 2021.”

Christoph Filgertshofer, Forbes, October 2020

https://www.statista.com/statistics/251666/number-of-digital-buyers-worldwide/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesbusinesscouncil/2020/10/12/how-to-save-your-retail-shop-by-going-online/?sh=747538703f88


What We Observed

The wave of retailers going online has been building up for a while now. In 2011, Darrell K. 
Rigby, a partner of Bain & Company, noted in his Harvard Business Review article the rise of 
omnichannel retail, whereby retailers are able to interact with customers through a diversity 
of online and offline channels. Online channels include websites and social media, while 
offline channels consist of physical stores, kiosks, direct mail and catalogues. 

While this transformation has been underway within retail over the past few years, COVID-19 
has expedited this process and pushed online channels to the forefront. According to a 
report by Deloitte China, physical retail in shopping malls were most adversely affected by 
COVID-19, with 60% of shopping malls in China recording a 50% drop in customer numbers. 
Concurrently, e-commerce retailers reported massive increases in sales volume, with 
eMarketer projecting China to spend $2.090 trillion (RMB14.440 trillion) on retail ecommerce 
in 2020, a 16% increase from 2019. By 2021, it is even forecasted by Statista that China’s 
eCommerce revenue will reach US$1.261 trillion. 

At the same time, it is estimated that 2021 will see 2.14 billion people purchasing goods and 
services online globally. Unsurprisingly, numerous retailers have chosen to shift their 
primary mode of business online. One such retailer is Walmart, which has already altered 
four of their physical stores in 2020 to complement their online platform. Other big names, 
both brand retailers and shopping malls, that have gone online over the past few years 
include Crate & Barrel with their online marketplace, Simon Property Group with their online 
outlet shopping platform, and Fraser Properties with their FRx app.

What We Think Will Happen

In order to remain competitive, most retailers will have little choice but to ride on the 
eCommerce wave and establish an online presence. Even though COVID-19 vaccines are 
already being developed and distributed, the impact on consumer shopping behaviour has 
become permanent, with an inclination towards digital shopping. Many should begin to see 
the value of pivoting to eCommerce, just like Singaporean department stores BHG and 
Metro. The uncertainty of COVID-19 and the potential profits to be reaped from going digital 
means that we should continue to see big names in retail adopting digital solutions. It is no 
surprise that eMarketer predicts the share of ecommerce in total retail sales to continue 
increasing through 2022. 
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https://hbr.org/2011/12/the-future-of-shopping
https://www2.deloitte.com/cn/en/pages/consumer-business/articles/consumer-deloitte-ccfa-survey-covid-19.html
https://www.emarketer.com/content/china-ecommerce-2020
https://www.statista.com/outlook/243/117/ecommerce/china
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesbusinesscouncil/2020/10/12/how-to-save-your-retail-shop-by-going-online/?sh=747538703f88
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/29/walmart-turns-four-stores-into-e-commerce-laboratories-.html
https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/2016/11/18/crate-and-barrel-launches-online-marketplace/
https://retailtouchpoints.com/features/news-briefs/simon-property-group-launches-online-outlet-shopping-platform
https://www.marketing-interactive.com/frasers-property-retail-pushes-out-new-ecommerce-platform
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/consumer/spore-department-stores-going-digital-even-as-1111-online-sales-expected-to-break
https://www.emarketer.com/content/us-ecommerce-2020
https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise/


Trend #2

B2B Marketplaces 
Are The Future

“One area of the B2B e-commerce sector holds outsized promise: marketplaces.”

Merritt Hummer, TechCrunch, November 2020.

https://techcrunch.com/2020/11/04/b2b-marketplaces-will-be-the-next-billion-dollar-e-commerce-startups/


What We Observed

According to McKinsey, B2B businesses on average are considered to be digital laggards 
compared to their B2C peers. However, this trend is starting to change with clear incentives: 
digital leaders in B2B see 5 times more revenue growth than B2B firms that have not 
adopted technology. This has led to the growth of B2B eCommerce. As early as 2016, 
Forrester already predicted that the US B2B eCommerce market would be worth 
approximately $1.2 trillion over the following five years. Within B2B eCommerce, B2B online 
marketplaces specifically are gaining popularity. According to Magento’s senior product 
marketing manager Shannan Hane, there has been an upsurge in interest in both vertical 
and horizontal B2B marketplaces, due to the successes of big players like Amazon Business. 
Existing successful B2B marketplaces include AliBaba, started in Guangzhou by Chinese 
businessman Jack Ma, and GoDirectTrade.com, started by global conglomerate Honeywell to 
service the market for aircraft parts. While AliBaba generated a revenue of $15.686B in 2016, 
it grew to $71.985B in 2020.

What We Think Will Happen

B2B online marketplaces are widely touted to be the next big thing. Divante predicts that the 
most significant area of B2B growth in 2021 will be  marketplaces, with 52% of survey 
respondents believing it to be the most important. By 2024, iBe expects B2B marketplaces’ 
share of online sales to grow to 30% of all B2B online sales, amounting to an estimated $3.6 
trillion worth of revenue. In a report by Gartner, it is estimated that at least 70% of 
enterprise marketplaces will serve  B2B transactions by 2023. 

McKinsey in a 2019 article states that B2B online marketplaces can transform indirect 
procurement, as a new generation of IT-literate procurement leaders who have grown up 
buying online understands its advantages. They believe that four types of B2B marketplaces 
will emerge, namely: Product-focused marketplaces, Time-and-materials marketplaces, 
Scope-of-work marketplaces and Corporate-spinoff marketplaces. With the rising popularity 
of B2B Marketplaces, it's not hard to imagine that it will be the future of B2B eCommerce. As 
Merritt Hummer, partner as Bain Capital Ventures puts it, “One area of the B2B eCommerce 
sector holds outsize promise: marketplaces.” 
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https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/how-b2b-digital-leaders-drive-five-times-more-revenue-growth-than-their-peers#
https://www.forrester.com/report/Forrester+Data+B2B+eCommerce+Forecast+2016+To+2021+US/-/E-RES136541
https://blog.adobe.com/en/publish/2020/10/28/b2b-commerce-trends-2021.html#gs.pwbyyt
https://www.alibaba.com/?src=sem_ggl&cmpgn=9922923046&adgrp=97780319742&fditm=&tgt=kwd-457847656260&locintrst=&locphyscl=9062525&mtchtyp=e&ntwrk=g&device=c&dvcmdl=&creative=432272608480&plcmnt=&plcmntcat=&p1=&p2=&aceid=&position=&gclid=Cj0KCQiAlsv_BRDtARIsAHMGVSYea9X8lJbbyfx64g7_F8sso6ULAosM2KZad7KgJrEsufa0NKTg8KoaAmISEALw_wcB
https://aerospace.honeywell.com/en/learn/about-us/press-release/2018/11/honeywells-new-godirect-portal-provides-a-seamless-experience
https://www.macrotrends.net/stocks/charts/BABA/alibaba/revenue
https://divante.com/ecommerce-trends
https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/2019/10/31/global-b2b-e-marketplace-sales-could-hit-3-6-trillion-in-five-years/
https://magento.com/blog/best-practices/rise-b2b-marketplaces
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/how-b2b-online-marketplaces-could-transform-indirect-procurement
https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise/


Trend #3

Blockchain Will Become 
Core To Global Trade

"The tamper-proof, decentralized and distributed nature of Distributed Ledger 
Technology (Blockchain) makes it an attractive tool to break the silos that hinder 
international trade.”

World Trade Organisation (WTO), November 2020

https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/blockchainanddlt_e.pdf


What We Observed

Mention ‘Blockchain’ and cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin and Ethereum come to mind, 
especially since Bitcoin has been trading at an all-time high lately. However, Blockchain as 
part of a “distributed ledger” offers more potential for eCommerce business and global 
trade. Indeed, payment is one major use of Blockchain technology and cryptocurrencies are 
gaining enough acceptance, such that many eCommerce sites have simplified the integration 
of various popular currencies. According to CoinMap, nearly 15,000 merchants worldwide 
allow consumers to pay using cryptocurrencies. In fact, large online retailers such as 
Expedia, Overstock, as well as stores on Shopify all accept bitcoins.

The use of Blockchain is not limited to payments, with Blockchain being integrated into other 
important areas such as supply chain management and trade finance, where Blockchain can 
remedy traditional problems that plague supply chain management including fraudulent 
practices and the costliness of traditional paper-based processes. By being an immutable 
ledger, Blockchain increases transparency across supply chains and trade transactions. 
Blockchain also reduces the possibilities of fraud in trade finance with the ability to establish 
the authenticity of goods and use of smart contracts. Prominent Blockchain projects in 
supply chain and trade finance include Contour, a complete end-to-end paperless workflow 
for letters of credit, and Minehub, a digital supply chain for metals and minerals.

What We Think Will Happen

We believe that Blockchain projects within organisations will become more commonplace, 
while globally there will be a greater push for the development of international standards 
and regulations. At the microlevel, we expect more businesses to adopt Blockchain 
technology, with household names such as Walmart and Unilever already piloting Blockchain 
projects. At the same time, Blockchain will continue growing at the global level, and we 
should observe the technology becoming more prevalent in cross border transactions. 
However, the potential of Blockchain to facilitate international trade can only happen if 
global regulations are put in place to standardise and support the global deployment of 
Blockchain technology. This in turn necessitates global dialogues involving all stakeholders, 
both public and private. 

Notwithstanding, there have been attempts at global standardisation. One such attempt is 
the ICC Digital Standards Initiative (DSI), which was launched in September 2020 and is 
supported by Enterprise Singapore and the Asian Development Bank. The ICC DSI aims to 
develop digital standards in order to create a globally harmonised, digitised trade 
environment. Existing organisations such as the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) also have had a hand in Blockchain standardisation.
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https://bitcoin.org/en/
https://ethereum.org/en/
https://www.practicalecommerce.com/3-immediate-blockchain-uses-for-ecommerce-companies
https://help.shopify.com/en/manual/payments/alternative-payments/cryptocurrency
https://www.contour.network/
https://minehub.com/
https://theleadershipnetwork.com/article/how-walmart-used-blockchain-to-increase-supply-chain-transparency
https://blockchain.news/news/unilever-blockchain-transparency-traceability-deforestation-supply-chain
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/blockchainanddlt_e.pdf
https://iccwbo.org/media-wall/news-speeches/digital-trade-standards-initiative-launches-under-the-umbrella-of-icc/
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/blockchainanddlt_e.pdf
https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise/


Trend #4

AR & VR Are Enhancing 
Retail, Trade & eCommerce 
Experiences

“Over the last few weeks, I’ve ziplined in Maui, toured the Louvre, and visited the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City — all without leaving my apartment.”

Signiant, December 2020

https://www.signiant.com/resources/tech-articles/vr-ar-covid-19-experts/


What We Observed

According to the International Data Corporation (IDC), spending on VR and AR will increase 
from 2017's $11.4 billion to $215 billion in 2021. Virtual Reality (VR) refers to the use of 
computer technology to create a simulated environment. Recently, the retail industry has 
been quick to adopt VR solutions to augment its operations. For instance, Audi customers 
are able to use VR to experience the interiors of the entire Audi model range. Similarly, eBay 
replicates the experience of a physical department store without the need to leave your 
home using VR. 
 
Another technology that is increasingly being utilised by the retail industry includes 
Augmented Reality (AR), which Bernard Marr, a Forbes contributor defines as “technology 
that overlays information and virtual objects on real-world scenes in real-time”. Many 
businesses have found creative ways to apply AR to enhance their eCommerce experience 
and increase sales conversions. For example, beauty retailers Sephora SEA and L’Oreal have 
released online AR mirrors that allow shoppers to try on cosmetic products virtually before 
buying them. Meanwhile, electronics manufacturer Sony, furniture retailer IKEA, and online 
marketplace Etsy, have all launched AR-enabled apps that allow customers to test out 
product’s placement within their homes and offices.

What We Think Will Happen

AR and VR technology will see increased adoption in the MICE industry and proliferate across 
digital platforms. Given that many consumers have not been able to travel or even shop 
physically during lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic, AR and VR have been relied on 
to help make purchasing decisions. This behaviour is unlikely to change, as more customers 
become evermore comfortable using these technologies. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, 
almost all physical MICE events and tradeshows had to be cancelled. As a result, we are 
starting to see the emergence of AR and VR trade shows, such as the Augmented World 
Expo. With global travel still at a percentage of what it was, we expect the AR and VR 
components of any conference or tradeshow event to become a new norm. 

At the same time, it is likely that eCommerce sites will incorporate more VR and AR-enabled 
features to satisfy the growing consumer preference for a more complete user experience. 
As the technology continues to advance and improve, its appeal will only strengthen. Apple 
and Google have both announced plans to develop mobile AR through the ARKit 3.0 and 
Google ARCore respectively, bringing the technology to the forefront of the masses. Overall, 
the advancement of AR and VR technology leads us to conclude that the wider adoption of 
AR and VR across different platforms lies ahead. Gartner’s prediction that 100 million 
consumers are expected to shop using AR in 2020 could well be an underestimation. 

11AR & VR Are Enhancing Retail, Trade & eCommerce ExperiencesArcadier Enterprise

https://www.ciodive.com/news/idc-arvr-spending-to-hit-215b-by-2021-as-enterprise-looks-to-capitalize/448592/
https://www.audi-mediacenter.com/en/press-releases/audi-launches-virtual-reality-technology-in-dealerships-9270
https://www.ebayinc.com/stories/press-room/au/worlds-first-virtual-reality-department-store/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/bernardmarr/2018/07/30/9-powerful-real-world-applications-of-augmented-reality-ar-today/?sh=7a09f5982fe9
https://www.braze.com/perspectives/article/sephora-sea-case-study-ar
https://fashionunited.uk/news/retail/10-exciting-augmented-reality-features-for-fashion-shoppers/2019061943776
https://www.sony.com/electronics/envision-tv-ar
https://www.architectmagazine.com/technology/ikea-launches-augmented-reality-application_o#:~:text=IKEA%20has%20launched%20a%20new,Apple%20iOS%2011%27s%20ARKit%20technology.&text=Once%20chosen%2C%20users%20must%20point,selected%20product%20onto%20the%20space
https://blog.etsy.com/news/2020/visualize-wall-art-with-augmented-reality-on-the-etsy-app/
https://www.awexr.com/usa-2020/
https://mobidev.biz/blog/augmented-reality-future-trends-2018-2020
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-04-01-gartner-says-100-million-consumers-will-shop-in-augme
https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise/


Trend #5

Livestream Shopping 
Going Mainstream 

“While e-commerce growth has slowed in a stuttering economy, the world's 
second-biggest, the livestreaming model has given retailers a shot in the arm.” 

Brenda Goh, Reuters, December 2019

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-ecommerce-idUSKBN1YG0OR


What We Observed

Within the emerging markets of China and Southeast Asia, the upsurge in popularity of 
livestreaming on eCommerce platforms such as Shopee and Lazada is undeniable. According 
to TechinAsia, the total hours streamed on eCommerce platforms increased by up to 200% 
in Singapore and Malaysia from February to June 2020. Similarly, Facebook livestream 
auctions have also become commonplace, and even a favourite pastime to watch for many. 
This trend has  caught on to shopping malls as well, with Suntec City, one of the largest malls 
in Singapore, hosting the first-ever mall livestream shopping festival in the country. 

Livestream eCommerce is an even bigger phenomenon in China. According to Forbes, it is 
estimated that over 430 million people, or about 30% of China’s population, viewed 
livestreams in 2019 and approximately 37% of China’s online shoppers made livestream 
purchases. While for 2020 it was projected for livestream viewers to reach 560 million, or 
around 39% of the population, and sales from livestreams to grow more than 100% , 
contributing to a substantial 9% of all online retail sales with revenue estimates at US$129 
billion according to iiMedia. With the massive boom of livestreaming in the recent years, 
giving retailers “a shot in the arm” feels like an understatement.

What We Think Will Happen

Livestream eCommerce will break into new markets with unprecedented success. Thus far, 
eCommerce livestreams have seen limited success outside of Asian markets. In other 
markets, the growth of eCommerce livestreams have been sluggish. 

However, since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, this is all starting to change. Bloomberg 
reports of several new livestreaming eCommerce platforms that have gained traction in the 
US. In the US, livestream applications like TalkShopLive, Brandlive and CommentSold have 
also seen spikes in their revenue. A number of brand retailers in the US have also started to 
experiment with livestreaming, including JPPenny with JCLive, L’Oreal, Tommy Hilfiger and 
Levi’s.

Livestream eCommerce has also found its way into Europe with Alibaba’s expansion into the 
region. For instance, a livestreaming marathon was held in France, with influencers carrying 
out 100 live product showcases in 10 days. Additionally, Aliexpress has become an 
experimental platform for livestream eCommerce in Europe, for brands like French retailer 
Auchan’s electronics private label brand Qilive. Hence, livestream purchases will very likely 
garner mainstream status in many other parts of the world and be adopted by traditional 
retailers in the near future. 
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https://goodyfeed.com/10-facts-livestream-auctions-trend-thats-hot-spore-msia/
https://blog.splitdragon.com/lazlive/
https://www.techinasia.com/livestreaming-ecommerce-bigger
https://goodyfeed.com/10-facts-livestream-auctions-trend-thats-hot-spore-msia/
https://insideretail.asia/2020/06/15/suntec-city-to-host-singapores-first-ever-mall-live-streaming-shopping-festival/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michellegreenwald/2020/12/10/live-streaming-e-commerce-is-the-rage-in-china-is-the-us-next/?sh=55979ba86535
https://www.techinasia.com/livestreaming-ecommerce-booms-china-pandemic
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2020-09-14/what-is-livestream-shopping-it-s-the-future-of-u-s-e-commerce
https://talkshop.live/
https://www.brandlive.com/
https://try.commentsold.com/
https://www.businessinsider.com/jcpenney-livestream-shopping-trend-starting-to-take-off-in-us-2020-12
https://www.glossy.co/beauty/loreal-group-bets-on-livestream-shopping-in-north-america/
https://www.borndigital.com/2020/10/14/levis-hilfiger-experiment-with-livestream-shopping-model
https://www.retail-week.com/tech/how-chinese-giant-alibaba-plans-to-take-on-europe/7035554.article?authent=1
https://go.forrester.com/blogs/live-streaming-commerce-lands-in-europe/
https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise/


Trend #6

User Experience, 
Especially Mobile, Is Key 

“User experience is important because it tries to fulfill the user’s needs. It aims to 
provide positive experiences that keep a user loyal to the product or brand.” 

Prayag Gangadharan, UX Planet, May 2019

https://uxplanet.org/the-importance-of-user-experience-design-988faf6ddca2


What We Observed

User experience (UX) is defined as how a person feels when interacting with a system. This 
could be with a website, mobile application, desktop software and basically any form of 
human/device interaction. As Prayag Gandharan mentions, a positive user experience is of 
utmost importance for customer retention and loyalty. Take for instance an eCommerce site 
with a faulty search function. If a user submits a search query on the site that returns an 
empty result, they would simply leave the site, even if the item was actually available and it 
was the search logic that was the issue. 

According to InTechnic, slow-loading websites alone cost retailers more than $2 billion in lost 
sales each year. Conversely, investment in UX can generate unprecedented gains. Forrester 
Research found that a mere additional dollar spent on UX returns $100 on average, which is 
a staggering 9900% ROI. Besides fast loading websites, other important features customers 
want to see include product pictures, a mobile friendly version of the website, product 
descriptions, product reviews, and the ability to see/compare the price of products, 
according to V12.

Of all device platforms however, mobile UX is the one to watch. In 2020, it was found that 
50% of B2B inquiries were made on mobile. In the US, Techjury found that 51% of time spent 
online can be attributed to mobile devices. More importantly, a significant 40% of people in 
the world conduct their online searches solely on their smartphones. As a result, we have 
seen mobile applications that have deliberate functions, tailored to consumer demand, such 
as Starbucks’ app which allows customers to order, pay, and even tip their barista via their 
mobile app. 
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What We Think Will Happen

Mobile UX will be a focal point for software developers and fintech companies moving 
forward. By 2025, CNBC predicts that 72.6% of internet users will access the web solely via 
their smartphones. Thus, it will not be surprising to see companies placing centrality on the 
role of mobile UX. In fact, it is predicted that nearly 3/4 (73%) of companies not currently 
conducting user testing will do so in the next 12 months. 

At the same time, new UX features will become commonplace. In the near future, we should 
see more interesting design trends such as asymmetrical layouts and neumorphism being 
incorporated into websites. UX will also be tailored to changing demographics. For instance, 
given the increase in millennial consumers, features like real-time responses and 
interactions will be increasingly sought after. In the coming years, a successful business will 
be one that takes mobile UX seriously.
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https://jjfoxbox.medium.com/3-revelations-from-28-000-hours-of-e-commerce-ux-research-ae969a31a25d
https://www.intechnic.com/blog/100-ux-statistics-every-user-experience-professional-needs-to-know/#:~:text=ROI%20of%20Good%20UX,ROI%20of%20a%20whopping%209%2C900%25.&text=If%20you%20utilize%20UX%20design,increase%20of%20at%20least%2025%25.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2015/11/19/good-ux-is-good-business-how-to-reap-its-benefits/?sh=51868a514e51
https://v12data.com/blog/what-do-consumers-want-mobile-shopping-experience/
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/marketing-strategies/app-and-mobile/b2b-marketing-reshaping-growth/
https://techjury.net/blog/mobile-vs-desktop-usage/#gref
https://www.moengage.com/blog/7-retailers-that-have-mastered-the-mobile-user-experience/
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/01/24/smartphones-72percent-of-people-will-use-only-mobile-for-internet-by-2025.html
https://www.intechnic.com/blog/100-ux-statistics-every-user-experience-professional-needs-to-know/#:~:text=ROI%20of%20Good%20UX,ROI%20of%20a%20whopping%209%2C900%25.&text=If%20you%20utilize%20UX%20design,increase%20of%20at%20least%2025%25.
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Trend #7

Accelerated Digitisation 
Of The Service Industry 

“While advances in technology will inevitably lead to some job redundancies, 
traditional businesses should not dismiss its (digitisation’s) tremendous potential.”

Keith Tan, owner of Crown Coffee, May 2019

https://www.fhafnb.com/digital-transformation-perspectives-every-fb-business-need-to-consider/


What We Observed

Traditionally, the service industry has been the digital laggard amongst others. This has 
changed however with the inception of Service 4.0, a broad umbrella term that describes 
new digital technology that focuses on higher productivity and innovation in the service 
industry, and since been widely adopted in sectors such as banks, energy suppliers, insurers, 
and telecom providers. In the retail and hospitality sector, self-service kiosks are becoming 
prevalent, replacing the need for counter staff. In Singapore, the E-Visitor Authentication 
(EVA) system, which utilises facial recognition software, was piloted in Ascott Orchard, 
Swissôtel, the Stamford and Grand Park City Hall. Beyond self-service kiosks, customer desk 
robots have even emerged at the Henn na Hotel within the Huis Ten Bosch theme park in 
Nagasaki, Japan.

In the food and beverage industry, an array of food preparation tasks are being taken over 
by robots. For example, the largest meat processing company in the world, JBS, 
experimented with “robot butchers” that can cut the most difficult sections of meat with 
extreme precision, lowering injury risk and creating a safer work environment. Robots have 
also cooked directly for customers, as seen by the omelette making robot in Singapore’s 
Studio M Hotel. Likewise, Singapore-based Crown Coffee has adopted robot baristas that 
have not only sped up the coffee-making process, but also the consistency of the coffee.

The digitisation of the service industry evidently has “tremendous potential”, as Keith Tan 
states. On the whole, the Boston Consulting Group estimates that the adoption of Service 
4.0 technologies can raise customer satisfaction and reduce costs by up to 40%.

Accelerated Digitisation Of The Service Industry 17

What We Think Will Happen

Digitisation of the service industry, on the whole, is on the uptrend, with the F&B and 
insurance industries seeing particular growth. Currently, although almost 60% of U.S. food 
and beverage manufacturers use IoT technology to track and trace ingredients, less than half 
are making use of the advanced analytics that IoT offers. In other words, there is a large 
untapped potential for digitisation in the aspect of data analytics. Robotics is another 
innovation that the F&B sector may increasingly adopt. A report from MarketsandMarkets 
expects the value of the global food automation industry to reach US$2.5 billion by 2022. 
The growth of the packaged food market is likely to be a key driver of this increasing 
automation. 

Another sector to watch is the insurance sector, which has been forced to streamline, 
improve and digitise operations and claims functions amidst COVID-19. According to KPMG, 
one key aspect to look out for in this sector is the digitisation of insurers’ distribution 
channels. 
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Trend #8

Direct To Customers: 
Cutting Out The Middleman

“The last decade or so has shown with increasing urgency that these entities 
(middlemen) could well become an endangered species.”

International Banker, October 2020

https://internationalbanker.com/finance/is-disintermediation-the-future-of-finance/


What we observed

Traditionally, market transactions have been conducted through wholesale distribution, 
which include middlemen who purchase goods from suppliers and sell them to retailers, 
who then sell the goods to consumers. However, suppliers have begun to look for direct-to-
consumer business models to maintain their brand image and cut costs, through a total 
control of their supply chain. For instance, Brooklinen, a company selling mattresses found 
that by cutting out unnecessary middlemen such as  retailers, licensees, and distributors 
that inflate the end prices of high-end bedding,and going directly to textile manufacturers, 
they could make their prices more affordable without compromising their product quality.

Key retailers that have gone direct include Nike, which announced plans to cut out 
wholesalers in favour of selling via its own stores and selected retailers as early as January 
2018. Additionally, Nike unveiled its plan to reduce the number of distribution partners from 
30,000 to just 40. Reuters reported that the gross profit contribution of each product it sold 
directly was more than three times higher than if sold through a wholesaler. Similarly, over a 
disagreement with continuation of their smart lighting program, IKEA announced its 
departure from Amazon in early 2020. Other brands that have since gone direct-to-
consumer from Amazon include shoe brand Birkenstock and PopSockets. 

What we think will happen

With successful disintermediation of both big and small brands, many more companies will 
see the value of, and embrace, the direct-to-consumer model. Early in 2016, Forbes already 
predicted that the number of manufacturers selling directly to consumers was expected to 
grow by 71% to more than 40% of all manufacturers. Today, the shift to direct-to-consumer 
models is gaining even more traction. Additionally, with greater disruptions to the supply 
chain such as COVID-19 and the US-China trade war unabating, more companies will 
undoubtedly choose to have full control of their supply chains. It is no wonder the 
middlemen is said to face imminent extinction in the near future.
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Trend #9

API-First eCommerce 
Capability Will Dominate 

 “Flexibility is critical, and headless commerce allows businesses to quickly adapt and 
integrate into any system with ease, enabling them to meet consumers when and 
where they want to purchase.”

Gerard Szatvanyi, Forbes, June 2019

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2019/06/03/is-headless-commerce-the-solution-for-your-business/?sh=2690f8294503


What We Observed

Headless commerce (or API-first commerce) has become a buzzword for a new approach to 
eCommerce. Headless commerce means separating (or “decoupling”) the frontend and 
backend of your eCommerce platform, letting them function independently from one 
another. The rise in the need for headless commerce is due to the simple functionality of 
buying, selling and making payments no longer being enough. At the same time, features 
like having user-friendly interfaces across all mediums have become essential to building a 
loyal customer base. A headless, API-first eCommerce software is the solution for flexibility 
and customisability. 

Unlike traditional eCommerce sites, where APIs play a peripheral role around a core 
platform that is fixed, headless creations have APIs as foundations which are fully 
customisable. Developers can quickly develop eCommerce sites for new devices, operating 
systems and browsers that are rolled out onto the market. Micheal Kors reaped this benefit 
when they moved to headless eCommerce in 2016. This has also allowed them to streamline 
testing and release management on all their existing sites. 

Besides unfettered modifications, headless eCommerce capability provides innumerable 
cost and speed advantages. For instance, in order to place a custom checkout flow into a 
traditional marketplace, both the frontend and backend have to be updated, which can take 
up hours. However, with an API-First capability, only updates to the frontend are required, 
which significantly reduces the marketplace downtime. This also cuts losses from 
marketplace downtime. 
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What We Think Will Happen

Amidst a growing pool of online marketplaces, new marketplaces will have to differentiate 
themselves in order to be successful. Thus, the popularity and adoption of headless 
solutions, such as that offered by Arcadier Enterprise, will continue to rise. Statista predicts 
that there will be more than 2 billion people buying goods and services through e-commerce 
shops by 2021. Simultaneously, there are more than 24 million eCommerce websites today. 
There will be a dire need for eCommerce sites to differentiate themselves from the rest 
should they desire to capture the increased pool of eCommerce buyers. Given the need for 
ease and speed of customisation, we expect API-First and headless eCommerce solutions to 
play a more dominating role in the world of eCommerce. 

Headless architecture, however, may be complex to adopt. Those who have adopted 
headless marketplace technology are usually big names like Borsch, fashion brand Michael 
Kors and Streetwear brand Highsnobiety. Hence, it will mostly be adopted by larger 
organisations who have the resources to devote to it. 
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Trend #10

Platform Economy To 
Take Centre Stage

“The platform economy poses significant questions, challenges and opportunities for 
society, the labour market and organisations.” 

Deloitte, December 2018

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/nl/Documents/humancapital/deloitte-nl-hc-reshaping-work-conference.pdf


What We Observed

According to Deloitte, the platform economy refers to the creation of online networks that 
facilitate digital interactions between people. Many forms of platforms exist. The most well 
known include Google and Facebook, which not only offer search and social media, but also 
infrastructure on which other platforms are built. Online networks and platforms can also 
manifest as either two- or multi-sided markets that engage service providers, clients 
(businesses) and workers. COVID-19 saw the boom of certain platform businesses as 
lockdowns disrupted daily life. For example, the inability to travel to supermarkets and 
restaurants for food led to the surge in demand for delivery platforms such as GrabFood, 
UberEats, Swiggy, and Walmart Delivery. In fact, Innovator News reported that seven of the 
ten most valuable companies globally are based on a platform model. The World Economic 
Forum reckons that the platform economy can unlock prosperity for billions of workers with 
the potential to “streamline business processes for employers, empower employees and 
hugely boost the consumer experience”. 

However, not all platforms gained from COVID-19. Ride hailing services such as Uber and 
tourism-related businesses such as home rental service AirBnB suffered heavily. In early May 
2020, Airbnb‘s forecasted revenue was less than half of what they earned in 2019. This 
resulted in plans to reduce their global workforce by one quarter, or approximately 1900 
staff. In the same period, Uber announced its move to cut 3,700 jobs, which amounted to 
14% of its global workforce and later retrenched a further 3,000 workers.

What We Think Will Happen

However, as the platform economy has matured, there have been a few dominant and 
established players that have created powerful ecosystems across platforms, resulting in a 
barrier to entry of sorts. Indeed, KPMG has found that 187 platforms across the world are 
worth more than $1 billion globally and that there is a high concentration of value around 
the Super Platforms worth over $250 billion. These super platforms include Apple, Amazon, 
Microsoft, Google, Facebook, Alibaba and Tencent.

Over time, this dominance may result in consumers and small firms suffering from large 
firms setting the rules, undermining competition and stalling innovation. As a result, 
government bodies worldwide such as the European Commission are beginning to look into 
the regulation of the platform economy, ranging from content moderation to online 
advertising and the transparency of algorithms. A roadmap of recommended regulations 
that should be implemented on the platform economy was even published by Deloitte. With 
increased regulation, we should observe the surfacing of more newcomers as the barriers to 
entry are lowered.
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One to Watch

Move Over 3PL, Here 
Comes 5PL And Supply 
Chain Digitisation  

“5PLs are focused on e-business and aim to deliver services at minimum cost.”

Sean Cho, Emerge, January 2019

https://emergeapp.net/wholesale-business/what-is-4pl-and-5pl/


What We Observed

The digitalisation of the supply chain has been some years in the making now. In  a survey 
conducted by PwC in 2016, it was found that a third of respondents had begun the 
digitisation of their supply chains, with 72% expecting to do so within the next five years. 
Supply chain digitisation to a 5PL (5th Party Logistics) model has been catalysed by various 
push and pull factors. Push factors include new technological drivers like Cloud Computing, 
Big Data and the Internet of Things (IoT), while pull factors consist of increased consumer 
expectations for services such as same day delivery.  

The emergence of 5PL has overcome the constraints and pitfalls of previous 3PL (3rd Party 
Logistics) and 4PL (4th Party Logistics) models. Under 3PL, where only logistics and 
distribution are outsourced to a third party logistics partner, endemic problems such as the 
distortion of end customer demand, delays and unsynchronized responses due to different 
planning cycles across different stages in the supply chain are rampant. A 4PL model 
overcomes this by giving the logistics partner the ability to analyse costs and take cost saving 
measures, allowing for more control and accountability. The 5PL model goes even further to 
leave the supervision of the entire supply chain to one external corporate entity, leading to 
the emergence of the term “Supply Chain as a Service”. This allows for synchronised 
planning cycles between all stages in the supply chain, solving much of 3PL’s problems.

PwC estimates this model to realise annual efficiency gains of 4.1% and annual revenue 
gains of 2.9 %. Nonetheless, 5PL is currently limited to companies that are completely 
electronic from end-to-end. Given its recency, one can only speculate the direction 5PL 
would take. One thing is for sure: it will be a game changer.
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This publication has been written in general terms and we recommend that you obtain professional advice before acting or 
refraining from action on any of the contents of this publication. Arcadier Pte Ltd accepts no liability for any loss occasioned 
to any person acting or refraining from action as a result of any material in this publication.

Arcadier Enterprise is a division of Arcadier Group, the world’s leading SaaS (Software-as-a-
Service) technology company. Our vision is to make complex technology attainable to 
customers small or large across industry spectrums. Globally acclaimed and multi-award 
winning, Arcadier Group provides white-label marketplace solutions to enable 
entrepreneurs, start-ups, large enterprises and governments to create their own B2B, B2C, 
service booking, rental or procurement marketplace platforms. 

Headquartered in Singapore with offices in London, Sydney, Las Vegas and Manila, Arcadier 
Group powers marketplaces created by users from more than 180 countries and brings 
together more than 60 renowned technology and non-technology partners from around the 
world into its ecosystem. 

Arcadier Enterprise is focused on serving large corporates, major brand retailers,  
wholesalers, manufacturers, trade show organisers and governments to develop their own 
sophisticated marketplace platforms. Arcadier Enterprise’s technology and architecture is 
API-First, completely headless, modular, extensible and secure, thus enabling enterprises to 
build, customise and deploy their marketplaces on their own terms.

Accelerate your digital commerce transformation today with Arcadier Enterprise.

To learn more about Arcadier Enterprise and book a demo 
with our marketplace consultants at:  https://www.arcadier.com/enterprise
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