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Introduction

When organizations digitally transform their 
commerce operations, it can be a high-reward 
endeavor, with successful projects delivering 
greater innovation, more revenue, and higher 
customer satisfaction, all of which can give 
companies a significant advantage in today’s 
digital economy.

Large digital projects are rarely quick, however, and as more companies settle 
in for the long haul of organization-wide change, many are becoming aware of 
the high risk that digital initiatives can also bring. In fact, a recent survey found 
that digital transformation risk is the number one concern of CEOs, directors, and 
other senior executives worldwide.1

As companies reach digital maturity, many are realizing that success is no 
barrier to these risks. Digital transformation, even when it meets all of its goals, 
can create a host of new obstacles that may hinder future growth. This white 
paper explores these emerging challenges—IT and operational complexity, 
integration chaos, and perceived lack of return on investment—as well as a  
new approach, multi-dimensional commerce, that organizations can use to 
overcome them.  

1 “The Top Risks for 2019,” Protiviti, 2019
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Understanding the Next Generation of Digital 
Transformation Challenges

At the peak of the hype surrounding digital transformation, it was 
seen as something of a magic cure all. It was a strategy that would 
usher in a golden era of seamless digital commerce, with business 
processes powered by automation, AI, big data, and other cutting-
edge technologies, all working to help companies meet the digital 
demands of the future head on. 

While digital initiatives have delivered on this promise for some companies, 
digital change has created a new set of challenges to replace the old, and 
many executives are feeling a twinge of cynicism. As Hitachi Vantara CIO 
Renee McKaskle explains: “Too many times in conversations today I hear the 
digital transformation buzzword tossed around and it ends up as a catch-all for 
everything, much like cloud was a catch-all a few years ago.”2

But the transformative power of digital technology can’t be ignored. “’Digital 
transformation’... is indeed a catch-all term that’s overused,” says analyst Brian 
Solis. “At the same time, after... studying companies that are truly digitally 
transforming, I also respect it as a movement and a beacon for what it takes to 
compete for the future.”3

To recapture the power of digital transformation—and reclaim the optimism 
surrounding its immense potential—companies must understand the central 
challenges that are emerging around digital commerce initiatives, including IT and 
operational complexity, integration chaos, and a return on investment that can be 
hard to understand. 2  “CIOs to Everyone: Please Stop the Digital 

Transforming,” Tom Loftus, Wall Street Journal, 
December 26, 2018

3  “Is digital transformation sticking to the wall, or 
losing its meaning? Debating digital data with Brian 
Solis,” Jon Reed, diginomica.com, March 12, 2019

What is Digital Transformation?

Digital transformation is the “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.” 

—IDC

Digital transformation risk is 
the number one concern of 
CEOs, directors, and other senior 
executives worldwide.
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Challenge One: IT Complexity

It should come as no surprise that digital transformation has led to an explosion of 
applications being used across organizations. In fact, more than half of midsize to 
enterprise companies,  53 percent, report using 800 or more applications within 
their businesses, while 43 percent say they use 1,000 or more applications.4

Not only that, but more applications mean that transactions have also gotten more 
complex. Today, a single web or mobile transaction, such as subscribing to a 
business application, crosses an average of 35 different technology 
systems or components, compared to 22 only five years ago.5

The exponential increase in IT complexity is already having a 
negative impact on many organizations. IT teams now spend almost 
a third of their time addressing digital performance issues, including 
those related to digital commerce, at an estimated cost of $2.5 
million per year. Moreover, three out of four companies believe 
IT complexity could soon make it impossible to manage digital 
performance efficiently.6

Three out of four companies believe 
IT complexity could soon make 
it impossible to manage digital 
performance efficiently.

Why Omnichannel Isn’t Enough  
in a Multi-Dimensional Age

Omnichannel has become a pillar of modern sales 
strategy, but in the digital economy, it can’t provide a 
seamless customer experience. Why? Omnichannel is 
geared toward business-to-consumer (B2C) retail—a 
customer buys a mobile phone at a store and then 
later adds a data plan online, for example—while multi-
dimensional commerce is necessary for business-to-
business (B2B) transactions, which are much more 
complex. For example, a digital subscription that may be 
purchased from a reseller, provisioned through a third-
party provider’s marketplace, and managed from a device 
in the field. 

4 “Connectivity Benchmark Report 2019,” Mulesoft
5  “How do your IT complexity challenges compare 

to those of other CIOs?,” HelpNetSecurity.com, 
February 1, 2018

6 Ibid.



Multi-Dimensional Commerce

5

W
H

IT
E

 P
A

P
E

R

As demands for digital products, services, and experiences increase, the problem 
shows no signs of abating on its own. In the coming year, 53 percent of CIOs plan 
on deploying even more digital technologies, a fact that will further exacerbate the 
challenges of managing IT complexity.7

Special Focus: Integration Chaos

Perhaps the biggest contributing factor to IT complexity and performance issues is 
the integration—or lack thereof—of new software solutions. In fact, 
while a typical company uses an average of 1,020 applications, only 
29 percent of them are integrated together.8

Technical integrations can cost anywhere from $50,000 to 
$750,000 per product, which makes it easy to see why so 
many companies simply don’t do them.9  However, the resulting 
integration chaos, especially on such a large scale, creates a range 
of problems, from valuable data being stuck in applications that can’t be accessed 
by certain teams, to wasted time and money spent trying to patch together 
disconnected systems with manual workarounds (for more on this point, see the 
section on Operational Complexity below). 

Even worse, these short-term fixes impact every company department, not just 
IT. A recent survey found that workers lose an average of about two hours every 
business day to dealing with problems that arise from poorly connected systems 
and other digital performance problems.10

For digital commerce in particular, integrations can quickly become unwieldy. Not 
only do digital products—SaaS applications, for example—need to be integrated to 
a catalog or marketplace, but the company must ensure that billing, customer data, 
and other information is connected to its backend systems, such as CRM and ERP 
solutions. For these reasons, it can typically take anywhere from 12 to 24 months 
to bring a new digital product to market without a specialized platform. 

Challenge Two: Operational Complexity

Though digital transformation is now seen as essential, digital initiatives often 
start small and can be isolated to certain business areas. In fact, many experts 
recommend launching digital projects in this fashion. “To win early support [for 
digital transformation], companies should start with projects that offer potential for 
significant rewards with manageable risk,” writes McKinsey & Company.11

A typical company uses 1,020 
applications on average, but only 29 
percent are integrated together. 

7 “Top challenges facing CIOs in a cloud native world,”  
 Dynatrace, 2019
8 “Connectivity Benchmark Report 2019,” Mulesoft
9  AppDirect customer data
10 “The Global Digital Performance & Transformation  
 Audit,” Dynatrace, 2017
11 “A roadmap for a digital transformation,” McKinsey &  
 Company, March 2017
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This approach makes sense for a number of reasons—demonstrated success can 
lead to more buy-in and budget—but it can also lead to uneven progress. The 
result? Digital transformation becomes siloed in particular departments while 
others get left behind. A report by Altimeter found that 62 percent of companies 
focus their digital investments on IT, 34 percent focus on customer service / 
support, 30 percent on operations, and 24 percent on sales. Other essential 
business unites, R&D and legal, only receive 15 percent and 9 percent of digital 
focus, respectively.12

In practice, this uneven investment results in digital waste, as some employees rely 
on manual processes for aspects of the business that should be automated, such 
as data handling, reconciliation, updates, and notifications. This ends up creating 
more operational complexity, which is the exact problem that digital transformation 
is meant to solve. 

Since company resources are finite, it can also be difficult for overlooked 
departments to catch up. “Although digital transformation efforts have traditionally 
been focused on IT, every facet of the organization is in dire need of transformation 
to compete in an ever-evolving digital economy,” writes Altimeter.13

Challenge Three: More Spend, Less Return  
on Investment 

Some may be souring on the “buzziness” of digital transformation as a trend, but 
spending on digital initiatives is poised to hit new heights. In fact, IDC predicts 
that by 2022, companies will spend $1.97 trillion on digital initiatives, a figure that 
represents a 17 percent CAGR since 2017.14

Growing budgets inevitably bring increased scrutiny, and business 
leaders are having difficulty showing the value of digital initiatives. 
Nearly a third of executives, 29 percent, say that a lack of data and 
ability to demonstrate return on investment is their biggest digital 
transformation challenge. A similar number, 28 percent, say that 
their top challenge is the perception that digital transformation is a 
cost center instead of a growth driver.15

Despite larger digital transformation budgets, IT departments are 
also struggling to keep up with the demands of the digital economy. Seventy-four 
percent of CIOs say that their teams are under too much pressure to keep pace 
with unrealistic demands from both internal stakeholders and customers.16 This 
dynamic—spending more money without a clear return on investment—is a recipe 
for disappointment, poor performance, and loss of competitive advantage.

12 “The State of Digital Transformation, 2018-2019 
Edition” Altimeter, 2019
13 Ibid.
14 “Worldwide Spending on Digital Transformation 
 Will Be Nearly $2 Trillion in 2022 as Organizations  
 Commit to DX, According to a New IDC Spending  
 Guide,” IDC, November 13, 2018
15 “The State of Digital Transformation, 2018-2019  
 Edition” Altimeter, 2019
16 Ibid.

74 percent of CIOs say that their 
teams are under too much pressure 
to keep up with unrealistic demands 
from both internal stakeholders  
and customers.
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Multi-Dimensional Commerce: A New Approach to 
Digital Transformation 

It’s always been clear that digital transformation is a complicated process, but the true 
extent of the complexity inherent in full-scale digital projects is unprecedented. To be 
successful going forward, organizations need a new approach, one that delivers more 
than just the ability to streamline sales and the customer experience. 

Today, companies need to be able to add, configure, bundle, price, and bill for their own, 
as well as complementary, products and services, through direct and indirect channels, 
and make them available across any device, all powered by interoperable solutions that 
automate each aspect of the sales and provisioning process. 

This approach, called multi-dimensional commerce (MDC), deepens the view of the 
typical digital supply chain, adding additional layers that take into account—and provide 
a way to solve for—the digital transformation challenges discussed above. Here’s a 
breakdown of the way that MDC works.

How Multi-Dimensional Commerce Operates

In digital commerce, there are several business functions that can be involved in 
transactions, depending on offering type and digital maturity: 

 › Product

 › Relationship

 › Opportunity

 › Billing

 › Subscription Lifecycle Management

 › Access

 › Customer Success
 
Each of these functions is powered by particular categories of software—for example, 
CRM for relationships, CPQ for opportunities, and so on. Companies in the process 
of digital transformation often deploy some of these solutions, but it is rare that an 
organization has implemented these technologies for every function. Moreover, even if 
a company has done full-scale deployments, few organizations integrate applications 
across their entire business. 
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When these functions become disconnected, the digital experience becomes disjointed, 
internal processes break down, the customer experience suffers—and digital 
transformation ultimately fails. Planning a digital strategy around multi-dimensional 
commerce, and creating an IT architecture to support it, is becoming a necessity to 
ensure the success of digital initiatives.

BECOMING A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL COMMERCE COMPANY 
At its core, multi-dimensional commerce is a multi-vendor, multi-service, multi-
channel, multi-device approach that supports current digital transactions as well as 
future expansion. To understand how MDC powers this, here’s an example that uses a 
composite company to illustrate the MDC journey.

MULTI-VENDOR  
A company sells its product to end-user businesses through its website. The company 
offers several ways to purchase: Users can subscribe for various time periods—by 
month, by year, or multi-year—with discounts for longer-term agreements, as well as 
for higher numbers of seats. 

The company decides to transition from being a product company to becoming a 
platform. To do this, it cultivates an ecosystem of developers to create add-ons to 
complement its core product. Now the company not only sells its own product, but 
dozens of third-party complementary products and services.

MULTI-SERVICE 
To enhance its offerings, the company add capabilities that allow it to sell any product 
type, including hardware and professional services—such as integration and migration 
help—for both its core and complementary products. 

MULTI-CHANNEL 
The company decides to sell its platform through indirect channels. It launches a 
partner program and makes its platform available to managed services providers and 
value-added resellers in the United States and Europe.

The company also integrates to several cloud distributor catalogs that enable its 
platform  to be sold through B2B marketplaces offered by telecom companies and other 
business software providers.

MULTI-DEVICE 
The company pursues an opportunity with a tablet maker to offer its CRM on mobile 
devices. The company adds IoT management capabilities to its platform, such as 
enabling over-the-air updates.
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The Fabric that Supports Multi-Dimensional Commerce

This digital business model—selling first- and third-party applications through resellers 
and marketplaces while provisioning across devices—is undeniably complicated, so 
how would a real-world company avoid the complexity, integration, operational, and 
cost issues that plague other organizations that attempt a similar approach? 

The answer is to create a fabric that connects every system, whether first- or third-
party, and acts as an interface for data flowing between them. Powered by APIs, a layer 
of this type can make systems modular—meaning new solutions, such as MDM, can 
be added when needed as a company scales—at minimal cost. This type of IT strategy 
helps ensure seamless integration and visibility across every application, and is among 
the least disruptive and most cost-effective ways to transition to an MDC-driven model. 

With modular, API-addressable billing, reseller, marketplace, and device management 
solutions that are unified with one fabric, companies can bill for first-party and third-
party products and services, manage revenue share agreements with developers 
and resellers, as well as handle payouts and reconciliation, across its entire digital 
ecosystem. With an MDC-based strategy, companies gain the flexibility to add new 
capabilities when needed as a company grows and pivot to enter new markets.

Why Multi-Dimensional Commerce Is Now a Must

To succeed in the digital economy, companies need to be as flexible as possible. As 
McKinsey & Company explains, “One of the biggest factors that differentiates top 
economic performers from others is how quick and adaptable they are in setting, 
executing, and adjusting their digital strategies—in other words, the velocity and 
adaptability of their operating models for digital strategy.”17  

Multi-Dimensional Commerce Meets Legacy IT

The MDC approach does not require existing systems 
to be ripped, replaced, or rebuilt. As a modular strategy, 
MDC supports any number of solutions, including legacy 
software, that can serve any purpose in the digital  
supply chain.

17 “A winning operating model for digital strategy,”  
 McKinsey & Company, January 2019.



Multi-Dimensional Commerce

10

W
H

IT
E

 P
A

P
E

R

In other words, companies must innovate quickly and no longer have the luxury of time 
to figure out product / market fit. Instead, the digital economy demands near-constant 
experimentation and agility. Typically, when organization add products, services, and 
other solutions, they must account for not only the cost of integration, but also the cost 
of employees (FTEs) to launch and manage them. With a multi-dimensional commerce 
approach, new technologies can be added at a fraction of the cost and require far fewer 
FTEs, allowing companies to capture significantly more margin. 

Moreover, multi-dimensional commerce gives organizations the maximum flexibility to 
pursue an almost limitless range of go-to-market strategies. Companies can experiment 
and try bold, novel approaches, which is a major contributing factor to success. As 
McKinsey points out, “first movers and early adopters of digital technologies and 
innovations... outperform their peers.”18 

At the same time, multi-dimensional commerce minimizes the risk of digital 
experimentation. Companies can quickly add new solutions and just as easily remove 
them if an approach fails or the organization needs to change course to pursue a 
different strategy, all without disrupting core integrations or other aspects of the 
business, and while controlling costs. 

With maximum flexibility and minimum risk, companies gain one of the most valuable 
capabilities of all: the power to future proof their organizations. Business models 
and go-to-market strategies inevitably change, but the ability to accommodate any 
digital use case, both now and in the future, gives companies the ultimate competitive 
advantage. 

Conclusion

According to Accenture, nearly half of executives, 45 percent, say that the pace of 
innovation in their organizations has significantly accelerated over the past three years 
due to emerging technologies.19 In response, many companies have embarked on 
digital transformation journeys meant to streamline processes, improve the customer 
experience, and drive growth. 

While digital transformation has delivered positive results, it has also created a new set 
of challenges—including IT, operational, and integration complexity—that are threatening 
to stop digital progress in its tracks. Fortunately, transitioning to a multi-dimensional 
commerce approach can give companies the flexibility they need to create a world-
class digital business today, as well as one that continues to thrive well into the future. 

18 Ibid
19 “The Post-Digital Era Is Upon Us. Are You Ready for  
 What’s Next?” Technology Vision, Accenture, 2019
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A B O U T  A PP D I R EC T

AppDirect provides the only end-to-end cloud commerce platform for succeeding in the digital economy. 
The AppDirect ecosystem connects channels, developers, and customers through its platform to simplify 
the digital supply chain by enabling the onboarding and sale of products with third-party services, for 
any channel, on any device, with support. Powering millions of cloud subscriptions worldwide, AppDirect 
helps organizations, including Jaguar Land Rover, Comcast, ADP, and Deutsche Telekom, connect their 
customers to the solutions they need to reach their full potential in the digital economy. 

AppDirect is headquartered in San Francisco, California with offices around the globe and works 
across vertical industries, including software, manufacturing, value-added resellers and financial 
services. J.P. Morgan, Foundry Group, iNovia Capital, StarVest Partners, Stingray Digital and  
Mithril Capital Management have invested in AppDirect.

For more information contact  
info@appdirect.com  
or visit www.appdirect.com.

650 California Street, 25th Floor 
San Francisco, CA 94108 
(877) 404-2777

Copyright © 2019 AppDirect Inc.
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AppDirect: The Multi-Dimensional  
Commerce Experts

Pioneered by AppDirect and supported by our platform, multi-dimensional commerce 
helps accelerate time-to-market by enabling companies to instantly create, configure, 
bundle, price, and bill core and third-party products and services. With MDC, customers 
can also easily transition between channels and devices, which enables organizations 
to deliver a consistent buying experience. 

To learn more about multi-dimensional commerce, visit appdirect.com

https://www.appdirect.com/solutions/digital-economy/multi-dimensional-commerce

