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of business leaders say 
technology lies at the heart 
of an organization’s  
ability to thrive.
“Fit for Digital: Co-creation in the Age of Disruption,” Fujitsu, 2016 

73%
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Today’s manufacturing companies face one of the most important decisions 
they will ever make. It’s a choice that will set them on a fateful path: to 
faster innovation, competitive advantage, and increased revenue; or to steady 
loss of market share and value, as well as a deteriorating bottom line.

The choice is not whether to embrace digital technology. 
More than 90 percent of business leaders worldwide, in 
manufacturing and other key industries, have already taken 
steps to help ensure their businesses can succeed in the  
wake of the digital wave that is sweeping the globe.1 

Rather, the critical choice for manufacturers is whether to  
build a solution to power their digital business, or to work with 
a partner to provide the platform technology. “Build versus 
buy” is a long-standing debate when it comes to technology, 
and the new era of digital presents some unique considerations  
for manufacturers.  

Industry 4.0, digital factory, Industrial Internet of Things 
(IIoT)—whatever term you use, the digital revolution is 
changing the manufacturing industry at lightning speed.  
This eBook will give you the information you need to 
understand these changes, weigh your options for building  
or buying a digital platform solution, and ultimately make  
the choice that is best for your business. 

Introduction
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Digital initiatives have reached a tipping point for manufacturers. 

Three out of four industrial manufacturers (75.2 percent)  
have technology initiatives driven by digital transformation2, 
while 29 percent of manufacturers worldwide have already 
deployed an IoT solution3. And this is just the beginning:  
There is a mountain of data, analysis, and predictions that  
point to exponential growth in the years to come. 

By 20204…

• The global IoT market is projected to reach $8.9 trillion.

• Industrial manufacturing is predicted to increase 
spending on IoT to $890 billion. 

• The installed base of the IoT devices will grow to 
almost 31 billion worldwide. 

• The industrial IoT is predicted to add $14.2 trillion  
to the overall economy.

• Manufacturing will continue to dominate IoT network 
connections. Already in 2017, growth was up 84 percent. 

Clearly, digital is driving an immense shift in the manufacturing 
sector, and a majority of business leaders can read the writing 
on the wall. In fact, 90 percent of manufacturing professionals 
believe that the sector has already been impacted by digital 
disruption. Even more eye opening, 52 percent say their 
businesses will not exist in their current forms in just five years.6 

Digital Transformation  
Takes Over Manufacturing

What Is Digital Transformation?

Definitions may differ slightly, but the basic concept is 
this: Digital transformation is “the continuous process 
by which enterprises adapt to or drive disruptive 
changes in their customers and markets by leveraging 
digital competencies to innovate new business models, 
products, and services.”5 
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With the increasing risk of disruption, digital transformation is 
now an imperative for manufacturing companies that want to stay 
competitive and succeed. But which strategy is the right one? 

For many manufacturers, a promising path to effective digital 
transformation is emerging: offering connected devices 
that can provide data-driven benefits, such as predictive 
maintenance, combined with an ecosystem of cloud-based 
software that can be bundled and sold together. 

These initiatives can only succeed if they are supported by 
strong technology that can seamlessly monetize, distribute,  
and manage devices and software. With this in mind, the 
question then becomes: What’s the fastest, lowest risk, most 
cost-effective way to launch a digital commerce platform? This 
is where the build versus buy question becomes all-important.

Finding the Right Path  
to Digital Transformation

Spending on IoT applications 
is predicted to generate 
$64.1 billion by 2020.7 
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Here are factors to consider if you decide to build  
your own technology solution for IIoT in house. 

CONTROL: 

 When you build your own digital commerce platform, 
you remain in complete control. You don’t have to worry 

about limitations imposed by a third party, nor do you have to 
worry about a partner going out of business—and taking your 
platform with them. However, this also means that you are 
responsible for managing the complexities of your solution. 

COST: 

 Buying can often be less expensive than building, but will 
you get the most out of your investment? Unless an out-

of-the-box solution can accommodate the specific needs of your 
business, the answer is probably no. You also need to consider 
whether a third-party platform will be too complex for your team 
to understand, if they will give you enough support, etc.

TIME TO MARKET: 

 Since building in house often requires hiring specialized 
teams and learning new technologies, among other factors, 

it can take significantly longer to get the platform up and running.  

ECOSYSTEM: 

 An internally built platform leaves you with the challenge  
of recruiting and onboarding new developers and 

partners. An ecosystem that delivers true value can take years 
to build, which means that your solution may launch without 
any supporting software or services. 

SECURITY: 

 You control your platform security when you build  
a digital commerce platform in house. This may offer 

some peace of mind, but integrating a security layer while 
planning, building, and launching a new platform can be 
especially difficult.

EXPERIENCE: 

 Despite growing industry acceptance, IIoT is still  
a new venture for many manufacturing companies,  

which means you may not have the internal expertise to  
plan, execute, and maintain a digital commerce platform  
and ecosystem. 

Building a Digital Commerce Platform 
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Here are some blunt figures to consider: 

• A third of organizations (33 percent) have cancelled a 
digital transformation project within the last two years

• Over a quarter (25 percent) have experienced a failed 
digital transformation project in the past two years

• The average lost investment for a cancelled project is 
more than half a million dollars, $516,563

• The average lost investment for a failed project is even 
more, $677,3788 

Looking beyond this two-year window, almost 85 percent  
of organizations fail at digital transformation overall.9  
Even more troubling, failure can have long-lasting effects  
on a company’s tolerance for future risk. In fact, two-thirds  
(66 percent) of organizations say that the expense of failed 
digital transformation projects has caused them to not pursue 
additional opportunities.

The bottom line: Many digital transformation projects fail. 
Agile technology that enables companies to lower the risk  
of these projects can help not only minimize the impact of  
the setbacks, but actually make organizations more likely  
to try more innovative approaches.

The High Price of Failure

“Businesses need to fail fast, fail forwards  
and make it cost efficient to do so. This 
means creating agile digital strategies and 
indeed business plans that can be easily and 
quickly adapted if a project is not progressing 
as expected.”10
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Here are factors to consider if you decide to work with a third-party provider 
to deploy a digital commerce platform. Not every provider will offer all of the 
elements listed below, so be sure to do your research before selecting one. 

CONTROL: 

 Working with a partner does not mean you can’t be in 
control of your solution. When researching providers, select 

one that allows you to have complete control of your platform 
while at the same time taking on support and maintenance. 

COST: 

 Working with a third-party digital commerce platform 
provider will often be more cost effective than building  

your own technology. Why? A proven, tested solution won’t break 
when you launch, and working with an experienced provider  
can eliminate costly strategy and/or implementation mistakes.

TIME TO MARKET: 

 Working with a partner that offers both industry 
expertise and technology that is easy to configure and 

launch can accelerate time to market considerably. Planning, 
integration, and deployment can be achieved in far less time 
than building in house. 

ECOSYSTEM: 

 Third-party providers should maximize the value 
they deliver to you, and in today’s digital economy, 

ecosystems provide a huge benefit. Look for a partner that 
offers an established developer and partner ecosystem. Your 
platform provider should give you onboarding tools and support 
to make working with developers as painless as possible.

EXPERTISE: 

 A third-party platform provider spends every day focused 
on the technology and best practices needed to launch 

and optimize digital commerce platforms quickly and cost 
effectively. Providers can help you develop a smart strategy  
and deploy a solution to fit your vision for IIoT success. 

SECURITY: 

 With a third-party provider, the research, development,  
and management of enhanced security features is left  

to IIoT specialists. 

“Buying” a Digital Commerce Platform— 
Working with a Partner
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Depending on which path you choose, there are some key steps you should 
take to research and plan for your digital commerce platform initiative. 

Build

• Investigate new digital commerce platforms and 
ecosystem technologies; determine which align with 
your strategy.

• Plan an architecture and frameworks that can 
accommodate devices, analytics, software updates, 
monetization, management, and support.

• Consider your partner ecosystem; what are your 
current needs? Will these change over time? What 
does the future state of your platform and ecosystem 
look like? 

Buy

• Select a third-party provider that has the ability  
to monetize digital offerings through a wide range  
of devices and with flexible pricing models. 

• Look for a platform that can scale and is able  
to smoothly transition existing partners.

• Find a partner that has a strong ecosystem of 
providers, and makes it easy to onboard even more.

• Choose a solution that enables the sale of software  
and subscriptions long after the initial purchase.  
With this capability, manufacturers can deliver  
ever-changing services and features on any device or 
hardware, without the typical long deployment cycles. 

Build vs. Buy:  
Key Questions to Ask

“Building platforms first and then figuring 
out the value that can be delivered via that 
platform is a recipe for failure.”11 
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Digital transformation is in full swing across the global manufacturing 
landscape, a fact that is bringing unprecedented challenges—as well 
as opportunities—to companies in this rapidly changing sector. 

To succeed, manufacturers must embrace this new digital 
reality and provide the connected devices, software, 
management tools, and support that customers demand.  
A digital commerce platform is one of the most cost-effective 
ways to get to market quickly, but companies must still decide 
whether to build their own solution in house or work with  
a third-party provider.

Conclusion

No Pressure Advice from IIoT Experts

The considerations discussed in this eBook are just 
the tip of the iceberg. AppDirect is a trusted advisor 
to leading manufacturing companies around the 
globe as they begin to explore their options for digital 
transformation and IIoT. 

If you’re interested in learning more, visit 
appdirect.com
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OUR CUSTOMERS

OUR PARTNERS
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About AppDirect 
 
AppDirect is the leader in the delivery, management, and 
monetization of apps and services for industrial manufactures, 
enterprise electronics, and automotive OEMs. We provide a 
secure, proven cloud platform enabling manufacturers to build 
agile businesses around value-added software and services. 

The AppDirect platform provides manufacturers with the tools 
to easily manage complex software licensing, entitlements, and 
provisioning between people and their devices, while offering  
a complete billing and merchandising suite needed to empower 
customers to discover, use, manage, and buy features, apps, 
and services.

AppDirect.com




