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Abstract

Objective: While there is a consolidated view of the competitive dispositions
under which traditional approaches to competitive advantage operate, there
is no cohesive view of how this logic manifests itself in a scenario based on
technology and digitization where digital platforms operate. Therefore, this
study aimed to analyze what are the prevailing competitive dispositions in
digital platforms.

Methodology/Approach: this is an exploratory study, correlating the topics
of digital platforms and competitive advantage through a literature review on
the Web of Science database, presenting a sociometric analysis of the data
and a synthesis of the main competitive dispositions in digital platforms.
Originality/Relevance: despite the acknowledged inadequacy of traditional
strategies to explain competitiveness in the context of digital platforms, the
studies dedicated to discussing this issue are still limited, and the present
study has contributed by extending the discussion and providing perspectives
to this novel scenario.

Main results: The results define certain differences between the competitive
dispositions regarding traditional enterprises and platform-based business
models. Among the new elements identified, the distinct focus of the value
creation process, the centrality of a networked structure as well as the use of
data, and interaction of a more heterogeneous set of participants are
highlighted.

Theoretical/methodological contributions: the present study contributes to
the current debate by indicating a first effort to align and consolidate the
competitive dimensions that present themselves in digital platforms, in
comparison to what is known concerning traditional pipeline approaches.
Moreover, by proposing a research agenda, the development of future studies
is also assisted.

Keywords: Competitive advantage. Digital platforms. Strategy.

DIMENSOES DE COMPETITIVIDADE NA ERA DAS
PLATAFORMAS DIGITAIS

Resumo

Objetivo do estudo: Embora tenhamos uma visdo consolidada das
disposicdes competitivas sob as quais operam as abordagens tradicionais de
vantagem competitiva, ndo temos uma visdo coesa de como essa ldgica se
manifesta em um cenério baseado em tecnologia e digitalizagdo no qual
operam as plataformas digitais. Logo, o objetivo deste estudo é analisar quais
sdo as disposicOes competitivas predominantes nas plataformas digitais.
Metodologia/Abordagem: este estudo de natureza exploratéria correlaciona
através de uma revisdo de literatura na base Web of Science, os topicos de
plataformas digitais e vantagem competitiva, apresentando uma analise
sociométrica dos dados e a sintese das principais disposi¢des competitivas
nas plataformas digitais.

Originalidade/Relevancia: apesar da reconhecida inadequag&o da estratégia
tradicional para explicar a competitividade do contexto das plataformas
digitais, ainda s&o poucos os estudos que se dedicam a debater a questdo, o
presente estudo contribui estendendo a discussao e oferecendo perspectivas
a este novo cenario.

Cite as/ Como citar

American Psychological Association (APA)

Federal

University of Vigosa — UFV. Vigosa, Minas Gerais — Brazil.

Principais resultados: Os resultados definem determinadas diferencas entre
as disposi¢des competitivas em torno das empresas tradicionais e os modelos
de nego6cios baseados em plataformas. Entre os novos elementos
identificados, sdo acentuados o enfoque distinto do processo de criagdo de
valor, a centralidade de uma estrutura em rede, bem como da utilizacdo de
dados, e interagdo de um conjunto mais heterogéneo de participantes.
ContribuicBes tedrico/metodoldgicas: o presente estudo contribui com o
debate em curso apontando para um primeiro esforco de alinhamento e
consolidag&o das dimensdes competitivas que se apresentam nas plataformas
digitais, em comparagéo ao que é conhecido sobre as abordagens tradicionais
pipelines. Além disso, ao propor uma agenda de pesquisa, 0 desenvolvimento
de estudos futuros também é auxiliado.

Palavras-chave: Vantagem competitiva. Plataformas digitais. Estratégia.

DIMENSIONES DE COMPETITIVIDAD EN LA ERA DE LAS
PLATAFORMAS DIGITALES

Resumen

Obijetivo del estudio: Si bien tenemos una visién consolidada de las
disposiciones competitivas bajo las cuales operan los enfoques tradicionales
de ventaja competitiva, no tenemos una vision cohesiva de cdmo esta ldgica
se manifiesta en un escenario basado en la tecnologia y la digitalizacion en
el que operan las plataformas digitales. Por tanto, el objetivo de este estudio
es: analizar cuales son las disposiciones competitivas imperantes en las
plataformas digitales.

Metodologia: este estudio exploratorio correlaciona, a través de una revision
de literatura en la base de datos Web of Science, los temas de plataformas
digitales y ventaja competitiva, presentando andlisis sociométricos de los
datos y sintesis de las principales disposiciones competitivas en plataformas
digitales.

Originalidad/Relevancia: a pesar de la reconocida inadecuacion de la
estrategia tradicional para explicar la competitividad del contexto de las
plataformas digitales, alin existen pocos estudios dedicados a debatir el tema,
nosotros contribuimos ampliando la discusion y ofreciendo visiones a este
nuevo escenario.

Principales resultados: Los resultados definen ciertas diferencias entre los
arreglos competitivos en torno a las empresas tradicionales y los modelos de
negocio basados en plataformas. Entre los nuevos elementos identificados,
se destaca el distinto enfoque en el proceso de creacion de valor, la
centralidad de una estructura de red, asi como el uso de datos y la interaccion
de un conjunto més heterogéneo de participantes.

Contribuciones tedricas/metodoldgicas: contribuimos al debate en curso
apuntando a un primer esfuerzo para alinear y consolidar las dimensiones
competitivas que se presentan en las plataformas digitales, en comparacion
con lo que sabemos de los enfoques de tuberia tradicionales. Ademas, al
proponer una agenda de investigacion, también asistimos en el desarrollo de
futuros estudios.

Palabras clave: Ventaja competitiva. Plataformas digitales. Estrategia.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, technology has driven significant implications for the economy and society.
With the rise of digital transformation (Adner, Puranam, & Zhu, 2019; Furr & Shipilov, 2019), the rise
of enabler technologies, and the dominance of new technology companies (Furr, 2021), an increasing
number of individuals engage in entrepreneurial endeavors to create and capture value using
technological resources (Cusumano, Gawer, & Yoffie, 2019). In this context, digital platforms stand
out, which have emerged as a novel and highly expandable business model capable of scaling rapidly
(Nambisan, Siegel, & Kenney, 2018; Parker, Alstyne, & Choudary, 2018). As such, they have
transformed the nature and pursuit of entrepreneurship across a range of industries and sectors (Gawer,
2021), assisting an economy-wide redesign of the creation, delivery, and value capture processes (Autio
etal., 2018).

Digital platforms correspond to a set of digital resources, whether services or content, that enable
value-creating interactions between external producers and consumers, by providing an infrastructure
for such interactions and establishing operating conditions for them (Constantinides, Henfridsson, &
Parker, 2018). Their primary purpose is to promote contact between users and to enable the exchange
of goods, services, or “social currencies”, thus providing value creation for all participants.

The rise of digital platforms reverberates in traditional business organizations (pipelines) and
their management methods, causing disruption in a range of industries, from transportation, real estate,
hospitality, finance, healthcare, to media, and retail (Parker, Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019). The age
of “platformization” takes place in a different reality than the one where the seminal theories of
competitive advantage were developed (Nambisan, Siegel, & Kenney; 2018; Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019).
To which Parker, Alstyne, and Choudary (2018) highlight: it is not that such theories have lost value,
but one must recognize that the logic of competition has changed.

While there is a consolidated view of the competitive dispositions under which traditional
competitive advantage approaches operate, such as the Porter’s Five Forces Model (1985), or the
Resource-Based View Theory (Barney, 1991; Peteraf, 1993), there is no cohesive view of how this
competitive logic manifests itself in a more dynamic and complex scenario, based on technology and
digitization, where digital platforms operate (Cassiman, Ricart & Valentini, 2022; Kovalenko, 2017).
Traditional concepts of competition, which for decades have dominated business mindsets, cannot
explain the changing competition and the new competitive battle by themselves (Parker, Alstyne, &
Choudary, 2018).

Previous studies have discussed this point (e.g., Cassiman, Ricart, & Valentini, 2022;
Cusumano, Gawer, & Yoffie, 2019; Hanninen & Paavola, 2020; Kovalenko, 2017), and have as a
common argument the fact that digital platforms have transformed the guiding principles of business
competition. Furthermore, a previous analysis of the curricula of Strategic Management subjects (and

their nominal variations), of the main Brazilian business schools enables noticing that the syllabuses are
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outlined by scopes focused on traditional approaches, and address little to nothing of competitive
advantage in its most up-to-date dimensions.

Thus, knowing that the avenue that addresses competitiveness within digital platforms has not
yet been completely paved, and that discrepancies are acknowledged at a general level, but rarely listed
in a substantive way, the objective of this study was to analyze what the prevailing competitive
dispositions are in digital platforms. That said, this exploratory study proposes to review the literature
in order to correlate the digital platforms and competitive advantage topics, in order to analyze what the
studies that have already progressed in this understanding have covered.

To operationalize the research, a literature review was conducted based on the Web of Science
database, and an overview was prepared that presents the following: (i) data description and sociometric
analysis; (ii) synthesis of the main competitive dispositions in digital platforms; and (iii) trends for future
studies and proposed research agenda. The present study’s results contribute to the current debate by
indicating a first effort to align and consolidate the competitive dimensions that present themselves in
digital platform business models, compared to what is known from traditional pipeline approaches.
Moreover, by proposing a research agenda, the present study also assists in the development of future
studies.

In addition to this introduction, the article is structured as follows: the next section outlines a
basis of understanding regarding digital platform type business models and traditional competitive
approaches in the field of strategy. Subsequently, the methodological aspects that grounded the study
are described, followed by the presentation of results and discussion. Finally, the final considerations

are presented, along with the study’s limitations.

2 Digital platforms and traditional competitive approaches

At first, to better understand what digital platforms are, it is necessary to understand platforms
themselves. Platforms are business models based on enabling interactions for value creation between
producers and consumers, which have an open and participatory infrastructure for these interactions,
defining governance conditions for them to happen (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016). The main objective
of these dispositions is to consolidate correspondences between users; to promote the exchange of goods,
services, or social currency; and to enable value creation for all participants within their ecosystem
(Gawer & Cusumano, 2014).

Digital platforms, in this sense, are defined as business models that use information technology
and connectivity to promote interactions, including business transactions between users, as well as to
collect and use data regarding these interactions (Evans & Schmalensee, 2016; Gawer, 2021). These
businesses explore and control digitized resources that lie beyond the scope of the company, which
imply aspects regarding competition, leadership, and innovation that must reach beyond a limited view

of an exchange locus between sides (Gawer, 2021).
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It is highlighted that a digital platform itself does not necessarily hold physical assets in the form
of infrastructure resources, nor does it create value through the sale of a particular product. These
platforms fit into a model that emphasizes key interactions between the participants in this setup,
including producers, consumers, and third parties, with digital platforms in some cases being the avenue
for building an influential innovation ecosystem (Constantinides, Henfridsson, & Parker, 2018).

Digital platforms, therefore, tend to display structural and governance rules that seek ways to
balance the management of their resources and the incentives needed to engage their stakeholders in
order to generate value from one to the other (Kathuria, Karhade, & Konsynski, 2020). Generally,
conceived within the confines of digital infrastructures such as computing and network resources, such
platforms must allow a range of stakeholders to orchestrate their services and content needs
(Constantinides, Henfridsson, & Parker, 2018).

In light of this, it is understood that the digital platform business model is often multifaceted,
distributed in nature, and intertwined with institutions, markets, and technologies (Helfat &
Raubitschek, 2018). Digital platforms, in this sense, share three basic characteristics, namely: (i) they
are technologically mediated, (ii) they allow interaction between groups of users, and, (iii) they allow
these groups of users to perform defined tasks (Cusumano, Gawer, & Yoffie, 2019; De Reuver et al.,
2018; Gawer, 2009).

In line with the spread of platforms across several different industries, digital platforms have
presented themselves as a result of the exponentially increasing scale of innovation in the digital
economy and the increasing complexity of platform architectures for value creation (De Reuver et al.,
2018). The rise of digital platforms is transforming, in this sense, the simple conformation of traditional
businesses into a new, more complex system where producers, consumers, and the platform itself
constitute a set of variable relationships with each other (Nambisan, Siegel, & Kenney, 2018; Parker,
Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019).

Before addressing this issue, it is worth reflecting on the so-called traditional approaches to
competitive advantage and their dissonance with the perspective of digital platforms. By seeking to
describe industry-specific competition patterns, Porter (1985) proposed the Five Forces model, which
allows assessing the profitability potential of a given industry as a function inversely proportional to the
bargaining power of suppliers and buyers, the threat of new entrants and substitutes, and the intensity of
rivalry among direct competitors (Grundy, 2006).

In Porter’s (1985) view, the competitive objective is to control each of the Five Competitive
Forces in order to retain and appropriate the value added within the company. By controlling these
forces, the structures of the industry allow a protective barrier to be built around the business, enabling
the company to segment markets, differentiate products, control resources, avoid price wars, and defend
its profit margins (Grundy, 2006). In contrast to this view, in the context of digital platforms, competition

requires treating buyers and suppliers from a less threatening perspective, i.e., not as something to be
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dominated, but rather, partners to be courted and encouraged to play varied roles for joint value creation
(Parker, Alstyne, & Choudary, 2018).

Also according to Parker, Alstyne, and Choudary (2018), the five forces model hinges on the
different boundaries that define traditional product markets, and each of these forces is a particularity
that must be managed independently. On the other hand, in platform markets, a winning strategy blurs
the boundaries between market participants, thereby increasing valuable interactions in the ecosystem.
So the intention is not to push them away by using a protective barrier, but to integrate them through
partnerships.

Another approach widely disseminated in the strategy literature is the Resource-Based View -
RBV, where organizations create value and achieve sustainable competitive advantage due to the unique
combination of a set of heterogeneous resources and capabilities within an industry that are scarce,
durable, and difficult to imitate (Barney, 1991). In contrast to what Porter dictates, the RBV approach
focuses on the use of internal resources as the main determinants of competitiveness. Therefore, it is a
theory that seeks to support companies in assessing their internal environment, especially their resources
and capabilities, gauging how these can create competitive advantages for the organization (Barney &
Hesterly, 2011). As laid out, the resource-based view presumes that a company must possess, or at least
control, the inimitable resource (Parker, Alstyne, and Choudary, 2018).

Whereas in the realm of digital platforms, the nature of such an inimitable resource evolves from
the physical asset to the access to the consumer-producer network and the resulting interactions
therefrom (Kovalenko, 2017). Indeed, it may be better for the organization to not own physical
resources, as abstaining from ownership allows it to grow faster (Parker, Alstyne, & Choudary, 2018),
which has challenged traditional companies since it is possible to offer products and services without
the need to own physical assets or operational capacity (Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019).

This leads, in a sense, to a revisited variant of the traditional resource-based theory of value: a
platform business does not need to own all the inimitable resources in its ecosystem, but should try to
own the highest-value resources (Cassiman, Ricart, & Valentini, 2022). In other words, they do not need
to have access to all crucial assets, as long as they have access to them in their ecosystems (Cusumano,
Gawer, & Yoffie, 2019).

In summary, in the world of pipelines, companies compete with each other trying to create better
quality products and services. Similarly, digital platforms compete with each other by trying to improve
the quality of the tools they have available to attract users, promote interactions, and bring producers
and consumers together (Parker, Alstyne & Choudary, 2018). Therefore, these are hew competitive

dispositions, which this review sought to identify.
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3 Methodological procedures

This exploratory study aimed to analyze which competitive dispositions are prevalent in digital
platforms. Operationally, a literature review and a sociometric analysis of the articles within the scope
of interest were conducted to analyze what the studies that have already progressed in this understanding
are addressing.

To this end, the study objectives were defined, and the primary data source was identified. It
was decided to limit the sources to peer-reviewed journals, since they can be considered validated
knowledge and of significant impact in the field (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). The database chosen for
the articles was the Web of Science, as it is one of the most relevant scientific databases, due to its
wealth of citations and rigorous indexing criteria. In addition, they have important and well-recognized
themes, which makes the database quite popular among academics in the Social Sciences (Scaringella

& Radziwon, 2018). The search script is synthesized in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Search criteria

Database: Web of Science Core Collection
Search string Topic: “Digital Platform*” AND “Competit*” AND “strateg*”
Search date April 27th, 2021

Filters

Publication years | All up to 2021.
Document types | Articles and Review Avrticles
WoS Categories | Management, Business, and Economics
Languages English
Source: Developed by the authors.

The search based on the established criteria resulted in an initial pool of 93 articles. A new
screening was then performed in order to refine the selection of publications to be reviewed. To this end,
the reading of abstracts was considered according to (i) the research objective, (ii) the studied theme,
and (iii) the empirical and theoretical contributions, resulting in 89 articles remaining for analysis. The
list of all articles resulting from the search, as well as those included in the final analysis can be found
in the appendix.

Then, the sociometric data analysis was performed, which aims to review the information of the
documents that relate to each other through cluster techniques (sets of concepts congregated in the same
color), to highlight possible similarities, differences, and trends of the theme studied (Ribeiro,
Antonialli, & Zambalde, 2015). More specifically, through sociometry, the Citation Relational Analysis
was performed, by the methods of cocitation and bibliographic coupling, in order to display the thematic
proximities between authors and articles and, thus, reveal the scientific domains and the set of themes
addressed therein, reflected in the literature and in the links of the citations of researchers in their
publications (Grécio, 2016).
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To obtain the classification of the documents in a structured and organized way, the
VOSviewer® (1.6.6) software was used, allowing the visualization of relational networks, with the data
being transformed into graphics that aid the visualization of the information (Ribeiro, Antonialli, &
Zambalde, 2015).

Then, the content review of the publications was carried out, in order to categorize the identified
thematic domains and to recognize the dimensions that guide the competitive advantage of digital
platforms. The synthesis of the data obtained in this review was organized in the presentation of the
aspects that defined the theoretical clusters found from the keywords; as well as the dimensions of
competitiveness in digital platforms and the overview of the analyzed studies; concluding with a
proposal for a research agenda.

4 Results and data analysis
4.1 Description and sociometric analysis of the data

Figure 2 presents a display of the thematic organization analyzed from the cocitation of authors.
These authors are the most cited in the cocitation networks and may have more than one published work
on the theme, representing a picture of the intellectual influences on research activities (Grécio, 2016).

Figure 2
Author cocitation
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The analysis indicated Annabelle Gawer as the most cocited author with the strongest
connections in the network, with the relationships centered in the red cluster. She is a Professor of Digital
Economy at the University of Surrey (England) and the European Commission’s Expert on Digital
Platforms and Ecosystems. Another notable author is Jean Charles Rochet, also located in the red
cluster, who is a Professor at the University of Geneva (Switzerland). In the sequence, other prominent
cocited authors were Amrit Tiwana, located in the green cluster, who is a Professor of Business at the
University of Georgia (United States), with a focus on Information Technology governance; and David
Teece, who is a Professor of Global Business at the University of California (Berkeley/United States),
located in the blue cluster.

To complement the analysis and the identification of the citation patterns of the analyzed
articles, the bibliographic coupling analysis of the authors was carried out, as represented in Figure 3.
Among the most cited works, it is possible to highlight Jean Charles Rochet’s work - Platform
Competition in Two-Sided Markets (2003), published in the Journal of the European Economic
Association, which sought to build a model of platform competition; and Annabelle Gawer’s work -
Bridging differing perspectives on technological platforms: Toward an integrative framework (2014),
published in the Research Policy journal, which developed an integrative framework for technological

platforms.

Figura 3
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Finally, a survey of the occurrence of the most frequent terms was performed considering the
keywords of the publications collected (Figure 4). The analysis of the keywords emphasizes the

properties of the clusters in the study.

Figure 4
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Source: Research data.

The analysis indicates the prominence of three main themes. Located in the blue cluster, the
“competition” theme stands out as the main theme among the publications explored, and has been found

>

to be associated with other terms, namely: “digital platform”; “performance”; “business model; and
“technology”. Also highlighted, located in the red cluster, is the theme “digital platforms”, associated
with keywords such as: “platforms”; “value creation”; “strategy”; “competitive advantage”;
“ecosystem”’; “markets”; “business models”; € “sharing economy”. And, furthermore, the theme
“innovation” is highlighted, located in the green cluster, and related to the terms “management”;
“architecture”; “governance”; “boundary resources”; and “strategies”. According to the clusters
formed and the critical reading of the selected articles, the emergence of three knowledge domains was

confirmed, which will be explored in the following topics.

4.1.1 Group 1 - Platform competitiveness and competition aspects

From the study sample, 60 articles analyzed and discussed how digital platform-type businesses
compete and how strategies are adopted in order to maintain companies well established in the

marketplace. Among the elements that grounded such a focus, the following were observed as key
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aspects: (i) the dynamics through which the platform model creates value, (ii) and the centrality placed
on data, along with its use as a competitive tool.

As a first important aspect, it is possible to realize that the potential for value creation under
the logic of digital platforms is presented around the ability to orchestrate resources, rather than the
ability to control them. In this way, such a platform represents the process of developing communities
where people and companies create value jointly and efficiently (Van Alstyne, Parker, & Choudary,
2016).

Thus, a shift is observed from generating value under a unidirectional flow, with consumers on
one side and producers on the other, to a network structure where value is created and redistributed in
different directions. Moreover, external optimization is more important than internal optimization
(Parker & Van Alstyne, 2018). Therefore, the focus is no longer placed on generating value only for the
customer, but rather on generating value for an entire ecosystem (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016).

It is worth mentioning the changes in how value is captured and created in the context of digital
transformations. In light of this, there is no value creation process focused solely on the enterprise level,
which concerns the company’s activities or organizational resources. Moreover, the strategic approach
to value creation, in the case of platform-type businesses, does not focus specifically on cost efficiency
as noted by Porter (1985), or on the exclusivity of a set of resources as referenced by Barney (1991). In
the context of digital platforms, value is jointly generated from a relational perspective between multiple
stakeholders and the platform itself (Parker, Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019; Zott & Amit, 2009). That
being said, competitiveness among these platforms is acquired by the difficulty in imitating the
community itself and the resources its members possess and contribute with, whether these are rooms
or cars, ideas or information (Rochet & Tirole, 2003).

Another important aspect present in the collected studies, concerning the dynamics of value
creation, is the fact that digital platforms target a specific set of users. That is, the platform is designed
to offer tools, products, services, or any other benefits that will attract a specific set of users, consumers,
and/or producers. That said, it is explicit that a critical mass of users is needed on one side of the market
to attract users on the other side, so that a positive feedback loop can be created (Hracs & Webster,
2021; Parker, Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019). This aspect is anchored in the fact that initial users
create units of value and attract more users, in order to spark a cycle that will lead to the continuous
growth of the digital platform (Karhu, Gustafsson, & Lyytinen, 2018; Parker, VVan Alstyne, & Choudary,
2019). In light of this, it can be noted that while in pipeline companies their main focus is to attract
customers and sell to them on profitable terms, digital platforms need to attract two or more types of
customers (Evans & Schmalensee, 2016; Gawer, 2021).

Furthermore, evolving Porter’s (1985) generic strategies, where a search for maximizing the
value of individual product and service customers over time is noted, which is positioned at the end of

a linear process, one finds the search for maximizing the integral value of an entire ecosystem that

Rev. Ibero-Am. de Est. — RIAE
Iberoamerican Journal of Strategic Management - IJSM
10 de 31 S&o Paulo, 21, p. 1-31, e21475, 2022



https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=riae
https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=riae

o

Revista Ibero-Americana de Estratégia . .
Iberoamerican Journal of Strategic Manggement Bem, A. A. G., Azevedo, A. C, &dli_niggls?gr?é ’I\:] tcfslle(;gezi)f. (ﬁg{;ﬁ’%:g&gﬁﬁiz

expands in a circular, interactive, and feedback-driven process (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014; Parker, Van
Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019).

Another element significantly present in the studies of the sample considered is the role filled
by data as an important competitive and strategic instrument in the business model based on digital
platforms. Data is a source of value that is being increasingly used by companies in several ways to
sustain market positions. In fact, the most successful digital platforms in the market are those with data
supremacy. Competitors without data cannot create value and therefore cannot generate interactions —
which in turn limits their access to data (Xie et al., 2016; Khanagha et al., 2020).

In light of this, it is possible to highlight the notion that the basis of competition would no longer
be the same, abandoning aspects such as content and price, and moving to the engineering of attractive
experiences that leverage the unique and interconnected possibilities of the platform (Hracs & Webster,
2021). Thus, it is understood that digital platforms transition from providing products to offering
experiences and leverage the quality of this experience to ensure a certain competitive advantage (Hracs
& Webster, 2021; Karhu, Gustafsson, & Lyytinen, 2018).

In this sense, personalization at scale is identified as an important strategy. Digital platforms
operate at scale and the digital data they collect enables them to create data profiles of different people
(Mayorov, 2020; Trabucchi & Buganza, 2020). Thus, data collection proves to be important not only to
drive personalization, but also the platforms’ advertising ventures. The data collected on users enables
these platforms to sell targeted ads to brands and deliver content not only according to demographic
criteria, but also behavioral patterns. This allows these companies to obtain information about users’
social, spatial, and emotional contexts at specific times, generating audience segments to be sold to
third-party brands (Hracs & Webster, 2021; Karhu, Gustafsson, & Lyytinen, 2018; Mayorov, 2020;
Trabucchi & Buganza, 2020).

With this, people can be viewed as divided individuals, and thus the way they provide
personalized recommendations is optimized for their varying states of need. In this sense, digital
platforms collect data on micro interactions between consumers and sellers, from what people search to
what they consume (Bogusz, Teigland, & Vaast, 2019; Mayorov, 2020; Trabucchi & Buganza, 2020).

In addition, some other studies discuss what they call “technical entrapment” as a strategy used
by digital platforms to strengthen their competitive advantage. First, the data that feeds personalization
at scale is trapped in a platform, as this resource is proprietary and of substantial economic value, digital
platforms are unwilling to allow this data to leave. Thus, changing platforms would result in the loss of
this recorded history (Hracs & Webster, 2021; Karhu, Gustafsson, & Lyytinen, 2018). Restricting access
to this data is potentially important for the market power of these businesses in a broader way. In this
sense, keeping data stored on a digital platform helps businesses to amass market influence. That said,
the treatment that such platforms give to user data may eventually create barriers to new entrants (Gawer,
2021).
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4.1.2 Group 2 - Digital Platforms and the value network

The second group, composed of 18 articles, whose focus was found to revolve around “Digital
Platforms”, proved to explore, above all, the connection between such platforms and their value network.
In this sense, among the aspects that were grounding such connections, there is the so-called Network
Effects and their implications, and among them, the centrality of participation as the core element of the
platforms’ strategies.

Networks consist of complex, interconnected systems of people or things. They can be found in
virtually all complex systems, from energy networks, communication networks, road networks, to social
media, and human brains (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). In this sense, the dependence of digital platforms
on what is called Network Effects, which are mechanisms in an organized system where each new user
makes the product, service, or experience more or less valuable to all other participants in the network,
is highlighted (Muzellec, Ronteau, & Lambkin, 2015). To achieve this effect, digital platforms seem to
seek the largest number of participants by offering, often for free, a wide range of features and
applications, seeking to obtain positive feedback. The more users who adopt them, the more valuable
they become to owners and users (Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019).

Given this, it is noteworthy that network effects ultimately represent the idea of an economy of
scale on the demand side (Muzellec, Ronteau, & Lambkin, 2015; Rogers, 2017). Under the logic of
industrial economics, in terms of the competitive positioning approach, more specifically the Value
Chain (Porter, 1985), companies seek efficiency through scale economies on the supply side. Pipeline
companies hope to reach their market strength by controlling resources, significantly increasing
efficiency, and avoiding challenges from any of the Five Forces (Porter, 1985). The higher the output,
the more diluted fixed costs and indirect expenses will be, resulting in lower unit costs and lower prices
to customers (Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019). However, the platform model shows that the fixed assets and
cost structure of websites and apps, for example, present relatively less importance for the success of
digital platforms than, therefore, the growth of their network members (Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019).

For Parker, Van Alstyne, and Choudary (2019), network effects cause companies to “reverse”
the shift of production from inside to outside the company. Referring back to classical conceptions, it is
highlighted that, while product value refers to something depreciated by use, in the case of digital
platforms, through network effects, they end up having their value appreciated by use. That is, an
elevation of the value proposition of digital platforms happens, based on positive feedback, which tends
to overcome any static or declining value proposition (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016; Parker, VVan Alstyne,
& Choudary, 2019). It is therefore not a matter of being limited to creating value, with companies being
in a control position, but rather positioning themselves as orchestrators, where platforms will seek to
orchestrate the creation of value by users (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016).

The platform owner will seek to manage, build structures, and focus on the governance of their

network, so that the consumer-producer relationship is increasingly better and stronger. From this
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relationship, the owner will seek more consumers and more producers to incorporate into this
relationship. The main goal of the platform is to generate a positive effect on the relationship between
producers and consumers, since the “good experiences” for users will determine a positive effect or not
(Gawer, 2011; Zhu & Furr, 2016). In this model, there is a shift from a production-based, asset-building
economy, where there is the creation of entry barriers, for example, to a focus on the orchestration of
resources in order to generate value for an entire ecosystem (Mahesh & Hari, 2020; Montalban, Frigant,
& Jullien, 2019).

Among the studies collected, the centrality of participation as a driving element in the strategy
of digital platforms is highlighted. Participation is presented as vital for a deeper engagement between
digital platforms and their users (Kathuria, Karhade, & Konsynski, 2020). Thus, interaction and
engagement by participants emerge as key elements for the success of digital platforms that, therefore,
should be mindful of encouraging participation (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016).

It is understood that, for the provider platform, user participation is a necessary condition for
achieving a critical mass, which will enable it to tip the market in the platform’s favor and potentially
establish a competitive advantage. Moreover, without the involvement of the people who use them,
digital platforms prove to be unable to cultivate network effects, nor collect data as valuable assets to
boost the user effects of their goods and services (Hracs & Webster, 2021).

Regarding the focus on network effects, as well as interaction and engagement among value
network participants, the notion that network effects tend to lead to increasing returns to scale can be
highlighted (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2009). However, such returns to scale can result in a

concentrated, monopolistic structure in a “winner takes all” dynamic (Gawer, 2021).

4.1.3 Group 3 - Innovation and decisions regarding participation

The highlighted group on the Innovation theme, consisting of 11 articles, presented a focus on
decisions regarding stakeholder participation within the platform. The act of participating in the
digital platform being presented as a deliberate and endogenous choice made by independent providers,
limited, but not isomorphic, by other strategic choices of the providers (Kenney et al., 2019). In this
sense, unlike the understanding surrounding the strategies through which platform owners can increase
the size of their installed base, including those identified in Group 2 as previously stated, here
participation focuses on the perceived need to understand the factors that lead to the choice of suppliers
and users to participate, or not, in a specific platform (Kathuria, Karhade, & Konsynski, 2020; Kenney
etal., 2019).

When the digital platform attracts consumers, it is to be expected that suppliers will also tend to
join the platform. However, from the suppliers’ point of view, their participation proves to be a complex
process and requires a strategic choice. Market access is a potential advantage, where participation in

the platform can potentially connect a supplier to other consumers (Veisdal, 2020; Hilbolling et al.,
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2021; Cenamor, 2021). The role of digital platforms is to encourage consumers to participate, however,
on the other hand, there are also appropriate incentives and contingencies for suppliers to exercise their
strategic choice of participation. Thus, these platforms, like “hungry ghosts”, are unable to satiate their
own growth cravings due to the constraint imposed by insufficient supplier participation (Kathuria,
Karhade, & Konsynski, 2020; Kenney et al., 2019).

Under this scenario, certain strategies adopted by suppliers to decide their participation have
been identified, the highlights being: (i) monetary incentives, regarding discounted platform access and
subsidized product development; (ii) marketing activities; and (iii) technological interventions
associated with customized platform resources, complementary tools, and governance (Kathuria,
Karhade, & Konsynski, 2020).

With that said, considering that participation in the digital platform depends on a variety of
constructs at the supplier level, there may be a reluctance to use the platform if they cannot envision
obtaining any direct financial benefit. In this way, technology-savvy suppliers may be more willing to
participate in a platform-based event than their non-expert peers (Kenney et al., 2019).

In light of this, the obstacles and drivers for the participation of these suppliers are highlighted.
Among these obstacles are the threats of expropriation or imitation by the platform owner. Therefore,
security tools for intellectual property, rights, and data exchange capabilities are treated as important for
suppliers to resist possible threats. On the other hand, compatibility is found to be a prominent aspect
that drives platform participation. Such a driver is grounded in its ability to lower switching costs
associated with migrating to a new platform or upgrading to a new generation of the platform (Cenamor,
2021; Hilbolling et al., 2021).

Still, even though digital technologies provide almost unlimited opportunities for innovation,
this attribute can result in low quality of complements. Therefore, the large number of third parties as
complement providers (i.e., complementors) emerges as a significant challenge for platform owners
(Hein et al., 2020; Kenney et al., 2019).

Furthermore, to enable cooperation with complementors, the platform owner can use an open
source license limit feature to open and share the platform’s core resources. However, opening up the
platform and its shared resources too widely renders the platform and its shared resources vulnerable to
strategic exploitation. This prominent form of strategic exploitation is shown to be conceptualized as
“platform forking”, where a hostile company, i.e., a fork, ignores the host’s controlling boundary
resources and exploits the shared resources of the platform, core, and complements, to create a
competitive platform business (Hein et al. 2020).

Thus, while a platform strategy may benefit a company by leveraging a wider range of
complementors, it may also allow competitors to adopt its tactics. The competing platform will seek to
copy, adapt, and re-engineer a platform to replicate it and benefit from the complementing business built

on top of the original platform (Hein et al. 2020).
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Such aspects end up highlighting the modular nature of these platforms, which presents itself as
a pathway to a distributed approach to innovation, connecting platform owners to a large number of
heterogeneous complementors and end users (Bogers et al., 2017). In this paradigm, greater emphasis is
identified on aspects such as ecosystem governance and persuasion of external partners, rather than
product optimization and internal employee control (Parker, Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2019).
Therefore, managers need to be aware of interactions, participant access, and new performance metrics
for digital platforms (Van Alstyne, Parker, & Choudary, 2016).

4.2 Synthesis of the competitiveness scenario in the platforms in light of the studies analyzed

The approaches of competitive positioning and sustainable competitive advantage have
consolidated a lens capable of explaining competition in traditional industries, where a relatively
predictable, but not static, competitive environment requires a company to implement classical strategies
based on economies of scale and use of limited key resources (Grundy, 2006). However, bringing to the
surface the apparent elements that guide competitive advantage based in the context of digital platforms,
a multilayered perspective on competition and certain shifts in approaches are observed. In this sense,
Figure 5 presents the main elements manifested through the identification and analysis of the highlighted

thematic domains.

Figure 5

Elements that define competitive advantage

Competitive dispositions
Traditional Companies (pipelines) BUSiB?ZSitgogf;fS?;esd on
Resource optimization Ecosystem governance
Unidirectional flow Network structure
Customer-directed value Value spread to the ecosystem
Internal optimization External interaction
Maximizing value for the individual customer Maximization of the integral value for stakeholders
Customer attraction Interaction among users
Linear value creation process Feedback-driven value creation
Slow technological change Dynamic technological changes
Low data loads Large data loads
Focus on content and price Focus on generating engaging experiences
Supply-side scale Demand-side scale
Control of internal employees Persuasion of external partners

Source: Developed by the authors.
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Most notably, it is noted that on digital platforms, value creation takes place in the ease of
interactions between external producers and consumers that the platform provides. Thanks to this
external orientation, variable production costs are mostly dropped. The emphasis shifts from dictating
processes to persuading participants and governance of the ecosystem as essential elements (Gawer &
Cusumano, 2014; Muzellec, Ronteau, & Lambkin, 2015). Also noteworthy is the fact that the ability to
orchestrate competition and cooperation strategically between market segments, technologies, and user
groups has become a distinctive factor in the competitive advantages between platforms and traditional
companies.

The competitive advantage of digital platforms, in this sense, emphasizes maximizing the
integral value of an ecosystem that expands in a circular, interactive, and feedback-driven process
(Gawer & Cusumano, 2014). Sometimes this requires subsidizing one type of consumer to attract
another type. In this way, a platform becomes stronger as it adds complementary products, services, and
innovations to the ecosystem (Tiger & Pinheiro, 2019). In digital platforms, the main source of
competitive advantage comes from the focus on exchanges between producers and consumers, the
number of interactions, and the associated network effects (Rochet & Tirole, 2003).

Thus, in the scope of this study it was found that digital platforms are restructuring the workforce
and redefining the scope of competition (Kenney et al., 2019). As discussed throughout the study, the
underlying logic of the platforms model, where what is perceived is that network effects have
substantially elevated the market value of companies, and the communities in which these platforms
participate have generated substantial financial returns. However, what has made the difference in these
trades is not the size of the structure, but rather the size of the community around these ventures that
promote exponential network effects (Van Alstyne, Parker, & Choudary, 2016).

In summary, interdependencies among ecosystem stakeholders are an important source of
competitive advantage for the platform. Interdependencies between three main types of stakeholders
have been identified, namely: platform owners, suppliers (complementors), and end users (Cenamo &
Santal6, 2019; Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006; Gawer, 2014; Tiwana, 2015). It has been
observed that there is a focus on how platform ecosystems are centered on the role of platform owners,
seeking to attract a large installed base of end users and complementors in order to drive network effects
and thus influence the adoption of their platform and make it more competitive (MclIntyre & Srinivasan,
2017).

Another important point is how the dynamics of the ecosystem lead to new possibilities for
complements, failures in their operation, and their obsolescence. When it comes to a platform
complement (e.g., a third-party application), quality presents itself as a key factor in how well it
interoperates with the core platform and the additional functionality it provides. When analyzing digital
platforms, what the studies indicate is that the quality of the complement is not fixed, that is, it varies

according to the evolution of the platform and the ecosystem over time.
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Therefore, to sustain quality, platform owners depend on the efforts of complementors and other
ecosystem stakeholders such as users, over whom platform owners have limited or even no control at
all. Therefore, to maintain the platform’s competitive advantage and its competitive ecosystem, platform
owners must not only be concerned with attracting new complementors, but rather ensure that these

complementors remain engaged over time.

4.3 Trends and proposed research agenda

It can be noted that the understanding of digital platforms and their rise in the market tends to
be traditionally explained by the competitive advantage provided by technology, highlighting the
support of different stakeholders (van de Kaa et al., 2011). Soon, it is perceived that different
stakeholders of digital platforms depend on and affect each other (De Reuver et al., 2018; Tigre &
Pinheiro, 2019). Furthermore, it can be noted that some studies have been discussing how competition
in complementary product markets is increasingly intense and rapidly changing, which is leading to an
increased complexity in designing strategies to achieve competitive advantage.

However, it is necessary to go beyond the analysis of the stakeholders in the business game and
the dynamics of interdependence between them. As proposed by the value network approach of Nalebuff
& Brandenburger (1997), it is necessary to understand the dynamics and maintenance of the engagement
of these stakeholders. Given this scenario, several studies have emphasized the interdependence of
ecosystem members - the triad of platform owners, complementors, and users, highlighting the
importance of studies aimed at investigating and understanding how the relationships and roles of
ecosystem stakeholders influence the dynamics of the platform, as well as its strategies and competitive
advantage (Ricart et al., 2020).

Most notably, considering the value network perspective, a broad front of studies have been
highlighting the need for research that defines and explores the governance conditions that orchestrate
the different stakeholders within platforms (Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016).

Another recurring demand corresponds to the need for research that moves towards a more
specific analysis of the suppliers (complementors), because traditionally complementors are viewed
implicitly as a relatively homogeneous group of companies that react as a whole to the decisions of the
platform owners, so their particularities and individual dynamics need to be adequately recognized and
considered within the ecosystem.

Moreover, digital platforms have been recognized by consumers, in terms of benefits, mostly
because platforms make information more accessible and streamlined and communication easier,
generating new business opportunities and increasing the choice of products and services. Their
development has made people’s lives easier in many ways, from shopping to social interactions.

However, digital platforms significantly control consumer data and, from a competition and law

of competitiveness perspective, have achieved significant market power, generating concerns not only
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regarding the competitive context, but also regarding consumer protection and privacy, and the
regulation of platforms, as well as questions concerning labor legislation and the precarization of jobs,
in the so-called “uberization” phenomenon. In this field, the focus is drawn on a movement of studies
on the negative effects of the market power of these platforms, in order to find ways to address the new

challenges stemming from “platformization” (Eleodor, 2019).

5 Concluding remarks

Traditional concepts of competition, which have dominated business mindsets for decades, do
not explain the changing competition and the new competitive battle by themselves (Parker, Alstyne &
Choudary, 2018). There is no cohesive view of how competitive dynamics play out in a technology and
digitization-based scenario in which digital platforms operate. As noted, this gap is reflected in theory,
management guidelines, and academic curricula for teaching Strategic Management. Therefore, the aim
of this study was to analyze what the prevailing competitive dispositions are in digital platforms.

That said, what can be noted stems from the fact that companies in the industrial age were driven
by economies of supply scale, aiming for productive efficiency with high volumes and low costs; or
pursuing, at times, unsustainable differentiation. For more than three decades, the approaches of
Positioning and Sustainable Competitive Advantages have been dominant in explaining what
competitive advantage is, after all, in the case of pipelines the “external forces”, with which
organizations must deal with, are depletive (extract value from the company). On the other hand, in
digital platforms, the external forces can be accretive, that is, they can add value to the platform-type
business.

Returning to the objective that underlies this study, in the new organizational architecture based
on digital platforms, the power of consumers and suppliers which is a threat in the pipeline business
universe, can be viewed as an asset in platforms; therefore, understanding when external forces are able
to add or extract value from an ecosystem is essential for the digital platform strategy (Parker & Van
Alstyne, 2018), which starts to pursue a competitive cooperation strategy rather than pure competition
(Kovalenko, 2017). The importance of traditional competitive advantage approaches does not fit the
reality of platforms, as they no longer holistically encompass competitive advantage. The forces of
competition themselves no longer affect innovation markets and technology industries, especially
regarding platforms (Rochet & Tirole, 2003).

The core competitive advantage and core value, respectively, flowed into other elements of the
business model (Muzellec, Ronteau, & Lambkin, 2015). It can be said that a successful digital platform
is distinguished from an unsuccessful one by its competency in accounting, analytics, information
processing, and decision making based on large data loads. It is in these competencies that lies great
potential for value creation (Kovalenko, 2017; Libert, Beck, & Wind, 2016).
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This study highlights an important principle for the operation of multilateral digital platforms,
namely ecosystems, which are built as a community of innovation bringing forward the ecosystem
concept of “open innovation”, which implies sharing technologies. In this aspect, while the first digital
platforms have been disruptive for sectors such as retail, tourism, and mobility, companies with a more
analog and traditional nature must rethink their strategies in order to enter the digital ecosystems to
create value and remain competitive, taking advantage of the network effects.

In terms of contribution, the systematization through groupings into clusters helped in
illustrating an overview of digital platforms and competitiveness studies, and in identifying the current
research scenario. The results provided a solid script for further research on the topic. In addition, this
study expands into a discussion related to the different strategies that digital platform entrepreneurs and
managers have implemented to foster innovation and the continued growth of their businesses, based on
network externalities.

The limitations of this research, which is based on a sample that considers a range of different
cases, including various types of platforms, from bilateral to multifaceted platforms, are highlighted.
These limitations can be the starting point for future research, (in addition to those already mentioned
in topic 4.3: Trends and Research Agenda), and it is recommended to conduct a more in-depth case
study, on a specific platform, highlighting the unexplored dimensions of a strategy, in order to identify
and clarify the opportunities and challenges involved in the generation, implementation, and monitoring
of such strategies and their results for competitive advantages. No article analyzed in the review referred
to the Brazilian context; in this sense, the relevance of analyzing competitive behavior in the national
scenario is perceived, since such strategy and competitiveness criteria may occur differently, presenting

new strategies resulting from the context in question.
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