


Newcomer XOM Materials was founded as a digital 

solution for companies with a paper problem. A 

smart platform for the procurement of steel, metals, 

and plastics, XOM reinvents the way the industry 

does business by rethinking supply chains in favor 

of digital ecosystems driven by analytics and 

centered on platforms.1 The startup is one of just a 

handful of tech companies both in the US and 

abroad that are looking to close the innovation gap 

in a market that currently lacks—and has 

traditionally resisted—digital platforms. 

Reinventing big steel 
for the digital age

A tech innovator is helping 
US steel companies close 
the innovation gap

And not a moment too soon. While US-imposed 

tariffs and Chinese oversupply continue to shake up 

the global economy, a different kind of threat to the 

steel trade looms even larger: inefficiency along the 

supply chain. Tedious faxing and phone calls 

between distributors and suppliers are still very 

much the industry norm, but analog B2B 

(business-to-business) transactions aren’t 

sustainable in today’s highly networked world. And 

yet, despite the fact that platforms such as XOM 

promise long-term growth for relatively little initial 

investment, manufacturers remain reluctant to 

change—a risky approach in an industry with an 

increasingly uncertain future, according to steel 

insiders.

Tedious faxing and phone 
calls between distributors 
and suppliers aren’t
sustainable in today’s 
networked world.



The digital future is now
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The Berlin-based company, which opened a branch 

office in Atlanta in 2018, belongs to a small group of 

platform pioneers that includes Zhaogang,2 a 

Chinese e-commerce site for steel trading. 

Zhaogang’s growth—it currently has operations in 

South Korea, Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, 

Singapore, and the United Arab 

Emirates—suggests the inevitable rise of 

platformization.3

In terms of digital maturity, the situation in China is 

markedly different, says Marek Sacha, Chief 

Executive Officer of XOM:

Multiple disruptive factors on the B2B marketplace mean that traditional 
businesses urgently need digital solutions

“China steel manufacturers are quite modern 

companies. And because they were founded or 

modernized recently it's much easier for them to 

digitize: They already have an IT background. That 

makes it simple for them to join the marketplace.”

The implications of Chinese innovation on the 

Western world seem clear: Adapt to the reality of a 

digital future or get left behind.4

McKinsey research underscores the case for 

immediate digital transformation, suggesting that 

by 2025, 30 percent of global GDP will be 

represented by ecosystems.5
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Compete on a global 
scale
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XOM is now poised to take a bite out of the 

billion-dollar North American steel industry. The 

company has set up offices in Atlanta as part of its 

ongoing global expansion. According to CEO Sacha, 

disruption of the current business model isn’t just 

imminent—it’s inevitable.

“Digitization is moving faster than people 

anticipate. If companies don’t start with digitization 

now, to be online in the next year or two, they will 

be two, three, four years behind frontrunners in the 

market,” he says.

Aggressive players like Amazon Business—already 

the sixth-largest steel distributor in some regions 6 

—are threatening to cut human buyers out of the 

equation altogether. The XOM platform, by contrast, 

builds on the way companies currently do business, 

streamlining it and ironing out the inefficient 

edges. It is designed to give business a leg up on 

future-proofing by facilitating e-commerce 

solutions from scratch, bundling user-friendly 

analytics with value-added services such as 

financing and insurance.

CEO Sacha says XOM’s key features give clients a 

sharper edge on an increasingly competitive 

market:  

“Tariffs are something that we cannot influence, 

obviously. But we do offer flexibility—flexibility to 

enter new markets quickly. Because you don't have 

to develop a sales network, you just upload your 

products online and you say, ‘I deliver to those 

countries as well.’ We give you operational 

efficiency and that makes you more competitive.” 

For materials sellers, this kind of technology is 

nothing to shrug off. The capability to 

expand—instantly—one’s customer base from 

hundreds to millions, with dynamic-pricing 

capabilities that raise or lower the costs of each 

material in each market, provides limitless potential 

for growth.

Companies that don’t 
digitize now will fall 
behind frontrunners in 
the market.



One platform, unlimited potential
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Increase profit margins 

and expand customer 

base

Sell faster with less cash 
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The future is connected, 
data-driven
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According to the WorldSteel Association, which 

listed its Top 10 Digital Trends in 2019, integrated 

analytics are critical 7 for steel companies, with 

“bespoke solutions required for the most active 

steel companies.” A strong case exists for using 

digital assets (predictive analytics, smart 

technologies) to steer production into 

high-margin, high-demand areas.

Sacha says that the XOM platform enables 

companies to take a more modern approach to 

pricing while ensuring that their data is secure on 

the platform: 

“We give you more and more insight into what the 

market is doing—how prices are moving, how 

specific product groups are developing, and 

maybe what your market share is,” he says. That 

data provides companies with a robust basis for 

adjusting their prices in line with the market, and 

adjusting their production in line with demand.

Professional relationships 
at the root of resistance

Historically, manufacturing has been quick to 

embrace new technologies. The “Industry 4.0” 

initiative, a plan to promote smart environments 

that originated in Germany, set a worldwide 

precedent for smart manufacturing to help 

factories thrive and survive in the face of the digital 

revolution by leveraging computing, software, and 

Internet technology.8

But the McKinsey Global Institute Digitization 

index,9 which analyzed digital leaders in relatively 

un-digitized sectors, ranked basic goods 

manufacturing, alongside traditional “heavy” 

industries such as construction and mining, as 

relatively low in overall digitization, particularly in 

the areas of digital spending and the digitization of 

work.

In an industry where personal contact is 

important, companies are sometimes reluctant to 

transfer long-established, professional 

relationships online.

“The industry is mainly driven by relationships,” 

Sacha says. “Their teams are resistant to change. 

So even if you want to push digital, it's very hard to 

do it with your own sales team. Why? Because the 

sales team is valued on the basis of the amount of 

money that it brings in. And they are afraid that if  

transactions go digital, they will be not valued as 

highly.”

A strong case exists for 
using digital assets to 
steer production into 
high-margin, 
high-demand areas.



Sacha and his colleagues at XOM insist that 

platformization doesn’t mean replacing people 

with technology, whether now or in the future. 

Rather, it means outsourcing routine and 

administrative activities, and allowing staff to focus 

on more strategic tasks. Tim Milde, Chief Officer of 

Operations for XOM and a veteran of the metals 

and steel distribution industry:

“A digital trading platform is particularly 

convenient for buyers because they can compare 

and order all the necessary products through a 
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Manufacturing is among the least digitized industries

In order of “overall digitization” these traditional industry sectors—shown here from most to least 

digital—scored as having “relatively low digitization”

Chemicals and pharmaceuticals 

Basic goods manufacturing 

Mining

Transportation and warehousing

Healthcare

Hospitality

Construction

Agriculture and hunting

The McKinsey Growth Institute compiled 2015 data related to digital spending, digital asset stock, transactions, 

business-process interactions, market making, digital spending on workers, and digital capital deepening, to rank 

22 sectors’ digital maturity. 

one-stop shop. If you need steel plates, sheets, or 

pipes for a construction project, you add the 

products to a common shopping cart and pay the 

total amount via the platform. That can save a 

huge amount of capacity that is more 

meaningfully invested elsewhere.”

In addition, sellers immediately benefit from a 

broader distribution network, potentially accessing 

tens or even hundreds of customers across 

different regions or countries without having to 

invest a cent. 



Going digital is painless
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Sacha believes that top management and 

shareholders recognize the importance of 

digitization for operational efficiency. But as 

non-digital-natives, many continue to face 

challenges with its implementation.

“We give you tools that can help you cope with 

changes in your market—tools that are very hard 

for you to build on your own,” he says.

Signing up to a platform doesn’t mean 

dismantling your existing infrastructure, either. 

According to COO Milde, platformization is 

relatively painless, and can leverage data and find 

tech-enabled solutions to build on what’s already 

in place.

“No investment in IT or comprehensive training of 

employees is necessary to use our platform: The 

relevant information about the company and the 

products are prepared by the provider directly in 

such a way that they can be used digitally. 

Compatibility is ensured with web-based ERP 

systems, where the company and product data 

can be captured directly.”

He likens XOM’s role to that of a moderator. The 

company provides “the necessary orientation for 

quick procurement,” allowing clients to 

automatically compare identical products from 

different providers, say. By doing so it eliminates 

the need for time-consuming searches.

Conventional  business 
strategies no longer 
apply

Some non-digital natives appear to shy away from 

the idea of transparency. The XOM platform 

emerges from a marketplace that is deeply rooted 

in the practice of earning margins through 

speculation—a low-transparency model of 

business entirely at odds with the open-source 

mentality of the Internet age. 

Milde debunks the idea that platforms such as 

XOM Materials take price negotiations out of the 

hands of the contractors: 

“In markets where price agreements have long 

been regulated by antitrust law, price comparisons 

can make providers uncomfortable. But having a 

comprehensive market overview and retaining full 

control are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, 

the platforms only digitize what happened 

previously in an analog fashion.”

On the XOM platform, dealers themselves decide 

who is allowed to view product information. That 

leaves price negotiations firmly in the hands of the 

contractors—and XOM doesn’t foresee any 

changes here.



America is a tech leader

Reinventing big steel for the digital age

How will European innovation play out on the 

American market?

In a recent talk on the digital transformation of raw 

materials sales and procurement,10 Metalshub 

Managing Director Dr. Sebastian Kreft said that 

most companies have accepted the digital 

imperative: the need to implement digital 

strategies and technologies to strengthen their 

market position. He hailed the US and China as 

“leaders in tech.”

For Milde, too, the outlook is positive. He believes 

that Americans are more receptive to cost-saving 

measures and technological advances.

“We firmly believe that no other nation on earth is 

such a driving force in digitization,” he says. “The 

US population is incredibly open to adopting new 

technology. Companies here are very fast to 

recognize positive effects such as saving time and 

money in new technological developments.”

XOM’s five-year plan is ambitious: It aims to 

become the number-one platform for trading steel 

and other materials in the United States. 

The company is currently studying the specifics of 

the US market and adapting the platform to the 

needs of local companies.

“We deeply believe that Americans will be willing 

to join the platform,” says Milde. 

Sacha sees the platform’s future growth as a huge 

benefit to clients who make the decision to come 

on board. “As we grow, we will give you more and 

more insight into what the market is doing and 

access to more and more trading partners. That 

means that as we grow, you grow too,” he adds. 

Whatever the future holds for XOM, one thing is 

beyond doubt: Digitization has unlimited potential 

to give old-economy B2B sectors a competitive 

edge by facilitating buyer-seller transactions. Do 

materials-sourcing platforms such as XOM 

represent the next generation of billion-dollar 

marketplaces? Only time will tell. But chances are 

that this is the beginning of a new chapter in 

buying and selling materials.

No other nation on earth 
is such a driving force in 
digitization.
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