
James M. Weatherall

How to Adapt to the Digitalization 
boom in the Coatings Industry

Coatings Trends & Technologies Summit
September 7, 2023



2

Your presenter

James M. WEATHERALL
Global Vice President

james.weatherall@specialchem.com

+1-201-207-2019

 40+ years in strategic marketing of specialty chemicals and 
materials

• 10+ years at SpecialChem focused on digitalization of 
sales & marketing and R&D/innovation 

• Formerly Senior VP with Kline & Company

 Société de Chimie Industrielle, Past President (2018-2019) and 
Board Member (since 2011) 
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https://www.societe.org/
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Proposed agenda

1. The pandemic accelerated the buyers’ digitalization

2. The industry responses to adapt the new digital game

3. How to move further to capture the Digital Buyer?



We are pioneers in digital since 2000

22+ years building and leveraging digital channels

250+ active clients in 2022 alone 

70% of top 100 chemical companies

9 million visitors bringing 6+ million projects annually

65+ people in Paris (HQ), India, USA, Japan

Proprietary and Confidential 4
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Thank you for your trust!

Proprietary and Confidential

http://www.dow.com/
http://www.elementis.com/index.html


1. Buyers are digitalizing fast 
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From a traditional model of sales reps 
initiating customer visits…

ApprovalTestingScreeningExploration

Analog age
 1st interaction is personal
 Initiated by suppliers
 Limited number of channels

Sales Forces Trade Shows Magazines
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… to a digital era in which customers choose 
the moment and the channel to interact

ApprovalTestingScreeningExploration

Digital age
 1st interaction is digital
 Initiated by buyers
 Many more channels

Website, Blog Search Engines Social Networks

Customer portal
Web-shops,

Marketplaces

Material Selection 
Platforms

(SpecialChem…)

Analog age
 1st interaction is personal
 Initiated by suppliers
 Limited number of channels

Sales Forces Trade Shows Magazines
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The B2B buying process digitalizes rapidly 

77%
of engineers do

+50% of their buying process 
online before first human 

contact

65%
of engineers prefer

digital self-education to 
progress in their buying 

process

80%
of purchasing interactions will 

be done digitally in 2025

Source: Globalspec Source: Globalspec Source: Gartner



10

B2B follows the B2C path

Chemical industry 
customers are shifting 

from purely B2B oriented 
logics to more B2C like 

expectations

82% of B2B buyers want 
the same experience for 
their companies as when 
they shop for themselves

Actega, Altana group SalesForce & Borealis

“ “

” ”
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Digital natives take control at customers

Let me do my own investigations online!

Please suppliers make things digital, easy and open

Why is it so complex to order a 
sample? To access your documents?

Why should I need to talk to your sales reps?

“44% of millennials involved in B2B prefer a 
seller-free experience” (Gartner)



2. How chemical suppliers have 
responded so far?



Pandemic: we saw 3 phases

Q1-20 2021-2022Q2-Q4 2020

We will need to think 
about digitalization We have reached a digital tipping-point. The world 

has irreversibly changed. We MUST adopt digital

How chemical suppliers have reacted “digitally” through the pandemic

How will we interact 
with our customers?!?

So, it is possible to continue selling 
and working without customer visits

Digitalization is much bigger 
than digital marketing

Can we really work from home?

Let’s spend the trade shows’ 
budgets on digital promotions 

(the “Webinar Wave”)
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Chemicals suppliers have accelerated the 
adoption of digital practices during Covid 

State of adoption 
by the industry
(% of companies)

Time

CRM for sales

LinkedIn Corp 
page

E-mailings & 
newsletters

Adoption of 
saas

Webinars

All in 1 corpo 
website

MS Teams  + Chat

CRM for 
Mkg

2019

Outbound digital 
practices
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Chemicals suppliers have accerelated the 
adoption of digital practices during Covid 

Time

CRM for sales

LinkedIn Corp page

E-mailings & 
newsletters

Adoption of 
saas

Social selling

UX-team in 
digital

Apps ownership
by sales & mkg

Online-
ordering

Webinars

All in 1 corpo 
website

MS Teams  + Chat

CRM for Mkg

State of adoption 
by the industry
(% of companies)

2022

Emerging digital 
practices
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As chemical companies digitalize further, 
they see new challenges appearing

 They realize their website is not sufficient… but lack of alternative channels

 They now generate leads… but lack processes to convert them

 They need new digital processes (qualification, nurturing…)… but lack experience to do so

 They need content, new content, much more than before… but lack resources

 They need new resources… but they are not that easy to recruit

 They need new software… but selection and adoption are not obvious



3. How to move further to 
capture the Digital Buyer?



Ordering / 

reordering

Testing / 

approving
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A closer look at the digitalizing buying 
process is necessary to adapt

SpecialChem customer interaction model is based on the buying process of specialty chemicals

ScreeningExplorationPre-Project

Goal
Discover the possible 

options for my project, 
understand the technology 

landscape, list the most 
interesting solutions

Challenges
Am I sure? Are these 

options for my project? 
Limited time to explore all 

possibilities…

Goal
Short-list and contact the 

best vendors of these 
solutions

Challenges
Am I sure? Am I missing a 

product? Are these the 
best products? Reliable 
vendors? Regulatory?...

Goal
Stay up-to-date with the latest 

trends, technologies and 
regulations

Challenges 
Maximize time use, select best 

knowledge sources, “at my 
own pace”, “when I need it”, 

as specific as possible…

Goal
Start tests with 2 to 3 

vendors to approve the 
suitable product (tech, 

regul…)

Challenges
Minimize time while 
maximizing learnings 

from tests…

Goal
Order the approved 

products (credit, 
logistics, quantities…) 

and easy re-order

Challenges
Limit use of new 

interfaces, “integration 
with my systems”, avoid 

double entry, limit 
inventories, flexible 
supply conditions…

Self-Education Project of Development / Formulation Supply

Technical Buyer PurchaserWho?

Process steps

Process phases

Buyers’
Goals

Colleagues, YouTube, SC Online 
Courses, Newsletters, Wikipedia

Google, SpecialChem,  
colleagues, suppliers’ websites

SpecialChem,  suppliers’ 
websites,  sales rep

Sales rep, SpecialChem Customer portal, email, ERPChannels



Ordering / 

reordering

Testing / 

approving
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Sales & Marketing need to embrace new  
objectives to capture the Digital Buyer

ScreeningExplorationPre-Project

Detect & Connect
Get found by Technical Buyer in search mode, generate 

lead, select the best ones and engage with them

Assert leadership
Position your know-how, thought leadership, reliability

Influence & convince
Help to define the problems and understand the 

available solutions

Qualify & Support
When Technical Buyer ready, recommend right products 

and solutions

Market Education 
Teach the market

Branding / Raise brand 
awareness

Become & stay “top of mind”

Product Promotion 
Product Launches, Initiation of 
projects in case of high value 

project

Sampling
Easy and reliable sample 

sending

Support & advise
Help customer during 

tests (formulation, 
regulations, tox/eco-

tox…)

Follow-up
Get test results 

Account setting

Ordering
Easy order

Re-ordering
Easy re-ordering, history, 

documents 
management, alerts

Promotion
Outbound marketing

Buyers Engagement
Inbound marketing

eCommerce

Technical Buyer PurchaserTarget

Buying process

Digital Tactics

Digital Objectives

SpecialChem customer interaction model is based on the buying process of specialty chemicals



The good old analog organization was simple

1 Marcom

50 sales reps

3 channels 
F2F Shows Magazines

Analog Age

Only 1 true channel: Sales Reps

The channel is ALSO a person

This person SELLS from A to Z

This person initiates sales

This person has ALL THE DATA in mind

Analog process

SIMPLE!



Towards new sales & marketing organizations

1 Marcom

50 sales reps

1 Marcom

35 sales reps

X inside/digital sales

X content team, CRM & MA 

team, PIM team, BI & data 
team, UX team, SEA team, SN, 
channel managers, NL 
manager…

3 channels 
F2F Shows Web-magazines

Product Selection platforms Webshop Search Engines Marketplaces

Website SNsEmailing

Analog Age Digital Age

10+ channels 

F2F Shows Magazines



Digital sales & marketing 
organizations are more sophisticated

1 Marcom

35 sales reps

X inside/digital sales

X content team, CRM & MA 

team, PIM team, BI & data 
team, UX team, SEA team, SN, 
channel managers, NL 
manager…

F2F Shows Web-magazines

Product Selection platforms Webshop Search Engines Marketplaces

Website SNsEmailing

Digital Age

10+ channels 

Need to become multi-channel

Focal point: the brand experience, 
not the sales reps

Sales process more sliced & collective 

Become an “inbound” organization

Software to support 
shared processes & data 

SOPHISTICATED!
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Test your company’s digital maturity

Industry (%) 40% 48% 8% 4%

Test your digital maturity (here)

https://business.specialchem.com/blog/test-your-digital-maturity


Thank You
for your participation
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