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Platforms in the global economy 



Top 100 Platforms in the world 2023
By market cap, in $Bn 
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DIGITAL PLATFORMS & ECOSYSTEMS: 
THE NEW DOMINANT ORGANIZATIONAL FORMS OF THE 
DIGITAL AGE
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Digital 
Transformation New ways to create value

Pervasive 
Connectivity / AI / Cloud 

/ Big Data /

New complementarities across 
technologies, organizations, markets 

and sectors

New organizational 
forms

Digital platforms and 
ecosystems

Gawer,  A (2022) Innovation: 
Organization & Management
Digital platforms and ecosystems: 
 Remarks on the dominant 
organizational forms of the digital 
age
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PLATFORMS COME IN
DIFFERENT SIZES AND FORMS



PHYSICAL INTERFACES

• A physical interface structures the ways in which modules in a 
physical - material context connect to each other. It is located at the 
boundary between the modules. It is therefore acts a demarcation 
and as a connector between modules



DIGITAL INTERFACES

• A digital interface structures the modalities of interconnection 
between various agents in a digitalized connected context. It 
therefore acts as a demarcation between agents and as a 
connector or conduit of data

Side 2

Data

Platfor
m

Data

Side 1
Data

Data



TRANSACTION PLATFORMS
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INDIRECT NETWORK EFFECTS

eBay Sellers
Uber Drivers

Xbox Developers
Amex Merchants

YouTube 
Videographers
Airbnb Rooms
Tesla Charge 

Stations
Mechanical Turk 

Laborers
LinkedIn 

Employers
Android 

Developers

eBay Buyers
Uber Riders
Xbox Gamers
Amex Card Holders
YouTube Viewers
Airbnb Renters
Tesla Car Drivers
Mechanical Turk 
Jobs
LinkedIn 
Employees
Android UsersEach Side Attracts

More of the Other
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PLATFORMS DEFINED

Platforms directly connect two or more sides of 
a market 

(e.g., buyers & sellers, renters & property owners, or users & app developers).

Platforms reduce search and/or transaction 
costs for one or multiple sides.

Platforms generate value by exploiting positive 
feedback loops & network effects. 

Platform

“Side” 
A

“Side” 
B

Direct Interactions

Positive Feedback Loops 
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INNOVATION PLATFORMS

A platform is a system that 
can be adapted to countless 
needs and niches that the 
platform’s original developers 
could not possibly have 
contemplated…
Mark Andreessen
Venture Capitalist, Netscape Founder, 
Board: HP, eBay (formerly), Facebook 
«The 3 kinds of platforms you meet on the Internet» (2007)



INNOVATION PLATFORMS

Innovation platforms are 
technologies that facilitate 
the development of 
complementary innovation 
in innovation ecosystems.
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Internal Product Platforms
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Supply Chain Platforms
Ex. VW Audi Platforms for Electric Vehicles
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Ecosystem Platforms vs. Internal Product 
Platforms
Organizational
Form Firm Supply-Chain Ecosystem

Interfaces Closed Somewhat open Open

Accessible
Capabilities Within the firm Within the

supply chain
Within the
ecosystem

Governance Managerial
authority

Contractual
relationships

Ecosystem
governance

INTERNAL
PLATFORMS

SUPPLY-CHAIN
PLATFORMS

ECOSYSTEM
PLATFORMSSource: Gawer, A. Bridging differing 

perspectives on technological 
platforms, Research Policy 2014



PLATFORM-BASED ECOSYSTEMS
EX. SMART HOME VOICE-ASSISTANT & IOT ECOSYSTEM
EX. SALESFORCE ECOSYSTEM King’s College London - 2023 17



TRANSACTION & INNOVATION PLATFORMS
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Transactions
The platform serves as an 
intermediary for direct exchange or 
transactions, subject to network 
effects

Innovations
The platform serves as a technological 

foundation upon which other firms 
develop complementary innovations

© ️Annabelle Gawer 2025. Please cite if re-used



© ANNABELLE GAWER 2025 PLEASE DO NOT SHARE OR POST WITHOUT PERMISSION OR ATTRIBUTION. 19

COMPLEMENTARITIES IN DATA GENERATION AND CONSUMPTION
ALLOWS LEVERAGING DATA ACROSS SILOS, USERS, AND ORGANIZATIONS

RULES OF THE
DATA FEEDBACK LOOP

As users consume data,
they also generate data

Data does not get «depleted» as it gets 
«consumed» (non-rival good)

Data-as-output CAN be used as further input to 
improve servicesServic

eData

Consumes

Generates

       Improves 
    User 
Experience

User
Othe

r 
Uses

… and can also be used for other purposes (such 
as profiling users or entering new markets)



NETWORK EFFECTS, DATA FLYWHEELS, & FEEDBACK LOOPS 

Accelerating mechanisms 
=> Self-reinforcing sources of competitive 

advantage
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THE FOUR STEPS OF BUILDING
A PROFITABLE PLATFORM BUSINESS

STEP 1
IDENTIFYING
SIDES

STEP 2
SOLVE THE CHICKEN-
OR-EGG PROBLEM

STEP 3
DESIGN YOUR
BUSINESS MODEL

STEP 4
ESTABLISH & ENFORCE 
RULES
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PLATFORM GOVERNANCE =
ECOSYSTEM RULES

WHOM DO YOU ALLOW
TO DO WHAT?

WHAT ACTIVITIES
DO YOU ALLOW?

WHAT ACTIVITIES
DO YOU PROHIBIT?
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PLATFORM GOVERNANCE

ABUSES OF POWER AND PLATFORM REGULATION
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The Digital Economy has created new forms of competition, new ways to transact and new ways to innovate, giving birth to new forms of business organization: 

Digital Ecosystems & Platforms, who operate using new business models, 
sustain new kinds of power, 

and generate new kinds of failure: ecosystem governance failures



THE PARADOX OF DIGITAL PLATFORMS

 Distributed patterns of value creation 
       But 

 Centralized modality of value capture
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Gawer,  A (2022) Innovation: Organization & 
Management
Digital platforms and ecosystems:  Remarks 
on the dominant organizational forms of the 
digital age

Gawer,  A & Srnicek, N. (2022) Report for the 
European Parliament
Online platforms :  Economic and societal 
effects



PLATFORM FIRMS ARE THE GOVERNORS OF PRIVATELY-
GOVERNED  ECOSYSTEMS
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From Foundations 
… To Bottlenecks

From Decentralized 
modalities of value 

creation
To Centralized modalities of value 

capture

Gawer,  A (2022) Innovation: 
Organization & Management
Digital platforms and 
ecosystems:  Remarks on the 
dominant organizational forms 
of the digital age

Gawer,  A & Srnicek, N. 
(2021) Report for the 
European Parliament
Online platforms :  
Economic and societal 
effects
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DOUBLE-EDGED SWORDS: PLATFORM POWER & RESPONSIBILITIES 

Perception of BigTech 
from “darling mavericks” … to “monopolistic ogres”

© ️Annabelle Gawer 2025. Please cite if re-used
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• Google and Facebook dominate 2/3 of digital advertising

• Apple earns 90% of the world’s profit in smartphones

• Amazon has 40% of e-commerce in the US

•They are shaping the AI landscape

BIG TECH PLATFORMS
The biggest platforms Apple, Amazon, Alphabet (Google), Microsoft, 
and Meta (Facebook) have become so large and valuable that they 
appear to be more influential and wealthier than many governments
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From Tech Darlings to Tech Backlash 

1997

1975



LOTS OF REGULATORY ACTIVITY
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Effects on 
consumer & 
societal risks
 Lack of accountability
 Privacy risks & Online 

harms
 A surveillance society?
 Fake news, society 

polarisation, dangers to 
democracy?

Regulatory 
challenges
 Limits of traditional 

antitrust
 Accumulation of data: 

Violation of privacy and 
competition

 Avoidance of sectoral 
regulation

 Illegal and harmful content

Effects on 
employment
 New jobs, flexibility but 

also precarity
 Risks shifted to workers
 Workers ongoing 

surveillance and control
 Lack of collective 

organisation

How do online 
platforms create 
value?
 Facilitate connections, 

network effects
 Innovative business 

models 
 Transactions 
 Innovation

Positive effects 
on consumers, 
business, 
competition & 
innovation
 High  usage
 Most consumers and 

businesses benefit
 R&D investment

Negative effects 
on consumers, 
business, 
competition & 
innovation
 Centrality and dominance
 Gatekeepers, antitrust 

violations
 Killer acquisitions?
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Online Harm Hateful Content Internet 
addiction

Manipulation / 
Dark Patterns / 

Deepfakes
Opacity

Concentration of 
economic, media, 
data, and political 
power, potentially 

dangerous for 
democracies

© ️Annabelle Gawer 2025. Please cite if re-used

PLATFORMS RESPONSIBILITY & LIABILITY
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As a few online 
platforms have 
achieved centrality 
and dominance, 
society is asking of 
them to act 
responsibly and 
fairly

© ️Annabelle Gawer 2025. Please cite if re-used

PLATFORMS RESPONSIBILITIES





From Big Tech Backlash to New Regulation

1997

1975
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 Intended to complement existing competition rules
 aiming to address conduct on an ex-ante rather than ex-post 

basis, more quickly, and to deal with practices which fall outside 
the competition rules (or that cannot be effectively addressed by 
them)
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Many, many 
regulations!

IN EUROPE
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In Europe: 
Many 
regulations
!
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