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Christopher Browne
Head: Platforms, Payments and Big Tech Partnerships, Standard Bank.

On 15 October the Standard Bank Group turned 160 years 

young, and it has and continues to be an incredible privilege 

to serve our clients – after all, it is on the shoulders of our 

clients that we stand strong today as the largest financial 

services group on the African continent. 

2022 has been a transformative year for us, as we work 

towards our future-ready strategy, underpinned by our ability 

to expand our platform capabilities, and embed platform 

thinking into everything that we do. Our commitment to 

transform into a platform organization is still firm, and our 

teams are actively working towards achieving this goal. Not 

only can platform-based businesses serve their clients more 

effectively through data-rich experiences, but deliver more 

value to them through personalized experiences. 

Platforms are about partnerships - integrating and building 

a network of partnerships, allowing others to access and 

sell their products to our clients, and for us to scale our 

solutions into other platforms is what it means to be a 

successful platform business. We are confident that we 

bring a trusted business, with a century of connections that 

span continents, including relationships with partners such 

as Microsoft, AWS and Salesforce.

As a platform organization, it is our growing ability to find the 

delicate balance between being truly human and truly digital 

that is enabling large-scale impact. As Africa’s biggest bank, 

this positions us to drive sustainable growth on the continent 

by funding viable and life-changing projects, many of which 

are platform-based partnerships. 

On our journey to becoming a platform-based business that 

is both currently viable and future-ready, we have learned 

some invaluable lessons. We’ve gained unmatched insights 

into the dynamics of platform users, as well as the challenges 

and opportunities that ecosystem-centric operations and 

partnerships pose. 

The purpose of this platform paper is to share those 

understandings and provide a holistic view of what the path 

to becoming a platform business may involve. It includes 

expert insights from Sangeet Choudary, who is regarded by 

Forbes magazine as a “global thought leader on the platform 

business model”. He is the founder of Platformation Labs 

and the best-selling co-author of Platform Revolution and 

author of Platform Scale. In the spirit of partnerships, we’ve 

also invited contributions from some of our own strategic 

technology partners. 

We hope that you find value in the content shared, and that 

it broadens the horizons of many African businesses, and 

inspires belief in what can be possible, so that we can all join 

forces in driving growth on this continent that we proudly 

call home.   

Warm regards,

Christopher Browne

FOREWORD
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Introduction

Enterprises that do not follow a platform business approach 
will soon find their products and services aggregated, 
commoditized, and less competitive.

Becoming a platform organization and adopting a business-
as-a-platform model can be a daunting task for large 
enterprises. To succeed in executing a platform strategy 
entails deep insight into the required transformation, the 
reasons for the transformation, and the new target business 
model or models.

In our engagement with Standard Bank, we have explored 
and discussed several critical success factors for platform 
businesses, which are outlined in this paper. In this foreword, 
three fundamentals are worth highlighting – trusted 
partnerships, platform thinking, and agility.

Fundamentals for success

TRUSTED PARTNERSHIPS
Organizations across industries will need to infuse 
technology into every business process and function to 
enable them to do more with less1. Information technology 
is the new business and, in the journey of creating new 
business platforms to target selected ecosystems, choosing 
a trusted partner is as important as the platform. 

Microsoft partners with more than 95% of the Fortune 500 
to help them reach their full potential2.

PLATFORM THINKING
One of the challenges enterprises face is that they view 
the platform business as a project as opposed to a 
transformation and innovation journey that fundamentally 
reshapes the business model. Adopting a journey perspective 
is an awareness that the interrelated components of your 
business need to co-exist in an integrated fashion on the 
platform. It means that the approach to technology building 
blocks should be platform-driven and less IT product-driven. 
Failure to recognize this often leads to a more complicated 
technology landscape that invariably stifles and stalls the 
transition.

Johan Klut
Digital Advisor, Industry Solutions, Microsoft

Microsoft clouds follow the platform principle extensively 
and have integrated platform solutions for:
• Creating differentiating customer experiences and 
   insights using the Microsoft Dynamics 365 cloud.
• Transforming the digital work and sales force through 
   enhanced collaboration and automation using the 
   Microsoft 365 cloud.
• Evolving the current enterprise assets to modern, 
   technology enabled building blocks using the Microsoft  
   Azure cloud.

AGILITY THROUGH BUILDING BLOCKS
Organizations that achieve successful platform businesses 
combine a “digital first” culture with an approach to rapid 
and agile change. Such change is directly related to the 
technology choices and building blocks an organization 
employs. Strategies to buy versus build or build as opposed 
to buy hinges on the uniqueness of the business model and 
platform capabilities. In both strategy scenarios, the practice 
of building blocks becomes a prerequisite. Successful 
organizations leverage cloud platforms that follow and 
enable these principles across the technology, developer 
and end user stack. Microsoft has taken this approach in 
the creation of industry clouds, where common building 
blocks that are industry friendly become accelerators for 
adoption and implementation. Current industry clouds 
evolving are the Microsoft Clouds3  for FSI, healthcare, retail, 
manufacturing, non-profit, and sovereignty.

Close

The journey to a platform business is less about the actual 
technology and more about the vision and process an 
organization follows. It requires visionary leadership, a 
keen sense of tech savviness and partnership, beyond just 
the technology, to drive the outcomes the organization and 
shareholders seek.

Digital platforms are the enablers of digital transformation 
success. 
 
1https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-imperative-every-organization-satya-nadella
2https://azure.microsoft.com/en-us/resources/cloud-computing-dictionary/what-is-
azure/
3 https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/industry/
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Platform Thought Leadership

Over the past 20+ years, Amazon and AWS have gathered 

considerable experience in creating platform businesses 

and building digital economies across various industries. 

Whether it is retail (Amazon Marketplace, Amazon 

Business Marketplace), software (Amazon Appstore, AWS 

Marketplace), or logistics (Amazon FBA, Flex), there are 

many examples of applying platform thinking at Amazon.

My role is to capture and package the learnings from Amazon 

to make it available to our customers. The goal is to help 

you speed up your journey to create platform businesses 

while avoiding the mistakes we have made in the past. AWS 

is uniquely positioned to talk about this as it both provides 

foundational capabilities built on AWS services and operates 

its own platform business (AWS Marketplace). 

I want to highlight the number one challenge we observe 

in platform business ambitions: the ability to execute. 

This capability challenge has three aspects: experimental, 

operational and foundational.

Capability to Experiment

At Amazon, our ability to experiment quickly is directly 

correlated with our rate of success in innovation. A product 

team early in the process might run 10-20 experiments 

per day on the assumptions underlying their product 

vision. This high frequency is enabled through self-service 

tools, dedicated skills in the team, ownership of the 

customer insights, and business outcomes. Teams test 

their assumptions on customer pains, technical feasibility, 

commercial viability and risk to the business.

Experiments feed into the product vision, which is captured 

in a press release and FAQ documents (PRFAQ). This north 

star helps to keep long-term focus on our ambitions. We 

experiment at any stage of product maturity. In building a 

platform business, experimentation is crucial as we are not 

only testing assumptions we have on customers, but also 

on third parties or partners. The core value of a platform 

business is in solving the friction in interaction between 

customers and third parties. This requires a lot of trial and 

error. 

The biggest mistake we see with platform ambitions of our 

customers is a rush to realize a platform business and to 

drive revenue. This typically leads to a product that may 

show some adoption, but does not display network effects. 

Without exponential growth, the business stalls and grows 

in a linear curve. Without experiments, the team has no idea 

why there is no adoption. So, the team adds more features 

with no clarity on what customer value they provide. 

To AWS, it is more important to first test the unproven 

assumptions, then drive rapid adoption. To ensure that 

we solve the crux of the platform business, we make the 

assumptions on customer value explicit. We build both the 

customer and the third-party experience at the same time. 

In our experiments, we avoid positive feedback as these do 

not provide actionable insights. Instead, we look for signals 

of adoption, aka “shut up and take my money” reactions. 

Are partners asking to schedule a follow-up meeting after 

we present an idea? Are customers asking to sign up to be a 

beta tester? Are they asking to put money down to reserve 

a spot? These are clear signals that an experiment has been 

fruitful.

Capability to Operate

In customers, we have observed that development, launch, 

operations and improvement are handled by different teams. 

These share ownership, responsibility and resources. There 

is a strong divide between the business and technology in 

those customers. While this operating model worked in the 

past and might still work for certain types of products, it 

does not work for a platform business.

At any Amazon business, including AWS, product teams 

fully own and operate what they build and launch. The 

ability of a team to operate what they create is important 

Ahmet Açar
AWS

A WORD FROM OUR PARTNERS5



to grow the business rapidly. In operations, the team sees 

adoption signals indicating product-market fit. They will 

see if they created a solution to a multi-sided challenge 

leading to network effects. These signals are hidden if there 

are no feedback loops throughout development, launch 

and operations. To pick up on user behavior from both 

customers and third parties, the team has to observe the 

effect of their actions on transactions on the platform as 

they are happening.

If operations rest outside the platform business team, the 

team will not pick up on adoption signals. This happens if the 

product is built by a third party or by outsourcing operations 

to a vendor. The result is a slow response of the team to 

market signals. If responding needs approval from layers of 

governance, this slows down the team further. If approvals 

are tied to the release of budgets to fund experiments, 

this leads to a start and stop of the platform ambition. The 

consequence of this causal chain are efforts that may drag 

on for years, never fully taking off.

The antidote to that is to provide a product-driven operating 

model. This allows the team that owns the platform business 

to act like an independent start-up within the overall 

business. Amazon is a collection of thousands of start-ups 

loosely connected to operate in this fashion.

Foundational Capabilities 

Through our experience, we have identified technical 

capabilities needed for any type of marketplace or platform 

business. Some of these capabilities can be sourced from 

vendors as long as these can provide data and business logic 

through API. Others need to be built on micro-services in-

house, as they have to rapidly evolve along with adoption 

signals. 

Today, standalone or bundled SaaS products allow for quick 

build of core capabilities. There are checkout solutions, 

contact centers as a service like Amazon Connect, marketing 

campaign management, ad placement APIs like Amazon 

Ads, notifications services, search-as-a-service, product 

listing creation services for sellers and many more available 

on AWS Marketplace. These foundations are plug-n-play 

APIs and widgets that make creating a platform business 

faster and cheaper than ever before. While you can build a 

platform business with ready-made components, this is only 

a starting point to learn quickly. You need to be ready and 

willing to throw away what was built and keep the insights to 

create your own core capabilities. 

In creating Amazon Marketplace over 20 years ago, Amazon 

had five false starts. Failures like zAuctions or Merchant.

com, which were shut down after a few years. Amazon had 

to invest in foundational capabilities. The customer and 

the seller experience of the marketplace are just the tip of 

the iceberg. The bulk of capabilities is under the surface: 

fulfillment centers, a wide logistics network and the technical 

capabilities to operate them and to run live experiments.

For third parties, common platform capabilities are seller 

profile management, operating workflows, portfolio 

insights, payments and notifications. There are common, 

underlying functionalities in each of these capabilities, 

but those will differ depending on the type of platform 

business. For customers, the capabilities are customer 

profile management and notifications, pre-transaction 

(e.g. search), transaction (e.g. order tracking) and post-

transaction (e.g. product reviews). Most personalization 

on the marketplace runs through AI and ML-driven analysis 

with services like Amazon Personalize. 

The main mistake customers make in building foundational 

capabilities for a platform business is in seeing them as part 

of the product. They should be broader capabilities that 

need to be driven as separate efforts. The various platforms 

that enable Amazon Marketplace, like our internal customer 

insights, data exchange and contact center solutions, are 

all separate products. This requires a thinking beyond 

the individual platform business towards a group wide 

foundation.

6



Unleash the Power of the Platform

It all starts with how customer expectations have changed. 
Customers increasingly want personalized digital 
engagements. In both B2B and B2C settings, buyers are 
more comfortable with subscribing to services that open 
the door for predictable revenue streams. Needs have 
changed and continue to change as we all adapt to the 
“new normal”, which has altered the competitive forces. 
New use cases have emerged that never existed before, 
creating opportunities for brand-new products and services 
in underserved or emerging markets like in Africa.

In a digital-first, decentralized world, we’re connecting with 
one another in new ways. For businesses, making this shift 
can be hard as connecting with customers in a personalized 
way requires both new capabilities and ways of working. The 
power of the Salesforce platform is uniquely positioned to 
orchestrate and deliver that engagement and experience. 
It’s not as simple as implementing the technology though 
and there are pitfalls to taking a tech-first approach.

When we talk to customers, we hear inconsistencies in how 
quickly and effectively they’ve been able to realize value. 
That’s because it also requires that companies THINK 
DIFFERENTLY and WORK DIFFERENTLY. 

In large-scale transformations, here’s what I hear as 
common pitfalls or “gotcha-moments”. 

STAKEHOLDER MISALIGNMENT
Often teams have different priorities. “Them and us” 
relationships between IT and business, marketing and 
operations, sales teams and risk can mean it’s not 
always easy to create alignment and clarity about how a 
transformation can benefit all.

LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY
There are lots of unknowns and risks with large-scale change 
and often people are not always willing to take accountability.

PRIORITIZING COST SAVINGS
It is very logical that one of the key drivers to become 
platform based is to reduce operations and IT costs. 

However, neglecting to start with the human perspective, 
how your transformation will make life better for customers, 
employees, partners and other stakeholders will often lead 
to sub-optimal results. 

OVER-CUSTOMIZED TECH
When deadlines are tight and budgets under pressure, 
it’s easy to fall into the trap of rebuilding your existing 
customized processes and capabilities into your new 
technology platform. Worse still, where teams, functions 
and business units have very specific requirements that 
must be replicated in the “new world”, potentially missing 
the opportunity to align on the common capabilities that all 
can benefit from. 

PERFECTION OVER PROGRESS
In financial services, typically cultures are more risk averse 
and conservative naturally. This can lead to a tendency to 
aim for perfection, which slows down innovation and time to 
market. 

You are not alone though, and Salesforce is here to partner 
on this journey with you. From experience with thousands 
of our customers, we've identified five leading practices and 
principles that we see as being most important in order to 
truly get the most out of the platform and be able to deliver 
the engagement and experience to your customers. These 
five elements make up the framework of the Salesforce 
Way, which will help bring you new ways of working beyond 
technology and help you achieve speed to value and long-
term success. 

What are the critical success factors that 
organizations need to get right in running a 
platform business?

1. TRUSTED RELATIONSHIPS
Trust is the foundation of all successful relationships. How 
intentional is your company about building trustworthiness?

Trust is Salesforce’s number one value. Increasingly, other 
companies across industries are investing in becoming 
trusted enterprises. There are at least two dimensions 
of trust: firstly, internal. Does our organization exhibit 

Paul Mais
RVP, Transformation Partner, Salesforce
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high trust behaviors? Research published in the Harvard 
Business Review has shown that organizations with high 
trust are 50% more productive. Secondly, externally with 
your customers. Deloitte has written extensively on the 
value of trust, including strategies from top consumer 
brands and “The Four Factors of Trust”. By adopting a few 
practical steps, you can begin leveraging trust as a key part 
of your growth strategy.

The Four Factors of Trust 
The four factors are:
• Competence – “Do they know what they are doing?”
• Reliability – “Am I going to get good service consistently?”
• Integrity – “Are they telling the truth?”
• Empathy – “Are they listening or are they just trying to 
make a sale?”

We use a simple trust framework tool to assess the ways in 
which you currently build trust or to plan new ways to do so.

2. ALIGNMENT
Regarding the challenges of stakeholder misaligning, focus 
in this area drives faster, more effective decisions, yet it 
requires a thoughtful, intentional approach to become 
effective. To improve alignment, there are key practices that 
you can adopt to work better with your stakeholders, both 
internal and external, across multiple disciplines. 

At Salesforce, we use the V2MOM approach to align the 
organization cross functionally and with partners on the 
vision for the future. What will it look and feel like when 
we are successful? What values are important to us as we 
embark on realizing this vision? What are the three to five 
methods or deliverables that will take us towards the vision? 
What obstacles could stop us being successful and how will 
we measure success?

3. HUMAN CENTRICITY
Traditional approaches to new product design start from 
a business-first or technology-first perspective. Human 
centricity engages all users. Who are you designing for? 
What about your customers, your employees and your 
partners? Starting with human-centered insights to inform 
your solution design can help you better understand the 
technical feasibility of your transformation, and more 
importantly, the desirability of your users to adopt it.

4. PLATFORM MINDSET
The Platform Difference: The key to realizing optimal value 
from Salesforce is to use it to support entire customer 

journeys, not to plug gaps in functional processes. 
Configuring rather than customizing, using out-of-the-box 
functionality, exploiting apps that have already been built 
from the AppExchange and taking advantage of the three 
yearly releases are all ways to increase speed to value and 
long-term success. 

The Power of Integration: Taking an end-to-end 
perspective inevitably requires integration between several 
different systems at both an enterprise and business 
unit level. Integration can lead, however, to high levels of 
customization and interdependency when it creates tightly 
coupled systems. Instead, API-based integration offers both 
connectedness and independence, reducing technical debt 
and associated costs of maintenance. 

Achieving Scale and Impact: One of the surprising aspects 
of platforms is the ability for standardization to enable 
innovation. Getting the balance between standardization for 
scale and personalization for impact requires both human 
centricity and platform skills.

5. CONTINUOUS INNOVATION
Continuous innovation accelerates time to value and 
enables you to produce more with less. The key to 
continuous innovation is to produce work more frequently 
and in smaller quantities. In the world of Agile and DevOps, 
remaining light and adaptive reduce inventory and waste, 
with small frequent releases rather than a big bang. This 
results in business users getting access to prioritized 
functionality much sooner through early MVP(s) and then 
iteratively expanding on this to meet further requirements. 
This approach allows for adaptability and responsiveness 
to the changing competitor landscape and your customers’ 
evolving needs and expectations. Extending these principles 
across your enterprise will help you stay ahead of the curve.

Conclusion

Becoming a platform-based organization and accomplishing 
all of this can be challenging but if there’s anything the last 
few years have taught us, it’s that a changing world and new 
ways of connecting also open up immense opportunities 
for those who take action and are willing to stay the course. 
Companies that are growing right now are the ones that are 
pivoting fast to address customer needs. Standard Bank 

is doing exactly this – even transcending the banking 
industry to become something quite unique, a platform 
services organization that fuels Africa’s growth. We are 
very privileged to be a strategic partner on this journey.
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“Three accelerating forces have driven the rise of digital platforms – connectivity, digitization, and intelligence. The 

rise of smartphones, and subsequently the internet of things, has enabled massive connectivity. The rise of the 

cloud has enabled digitization of workflows and business processes. Finally, data created through this digitization 

is increasingly used to create intelligence that enables the allocation of resources across these connected and 

digitized users and workflows, and also enables the creation of new markets. These three forces – ever accelerating 

– drive today’s platform economy.”

The platform economy – the aggregate of economic activity and output mediated by digital platforms – has rapidly grown 

in importance through the 2010s and the early years of the 2020s. Some of the largest public companies today – Facebook, 

Google, Amazon and Apple – have built massive businesses as platforms. A significant share of venture funding is directed at 

startups that run platform business models. Across industries, traditional firms like Siemens, Nike, Maersk, and Airbus are 

increasingly migrating towards platform business models to build new sources of revenue and competitive advantage. 

THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM ECONOMY 

A platform is a business based on enabling value-creating interactions between external producers and consumers. 

The platform provides an open, participative infrastructure for these interactions and sets governance conditions 

for them. The platform’s overarching purpose: to consummate matches among users and facilitate the exchange 

of goods, services, or social currency, thereby enabling value creation for all participants.

The book Platform Revolution1 defines platform businesses as follows: 

As we noted in our inaugural paper of this series on Africa’s platform economy:

  1 One of the co-authors of Platform Revolution – Sangeet Paul Choudary – is also a co-author of this paper.
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Traditionally, firms scaled through vertical integration 

as the costs of coordinating activities outside firm 

boundaries was very high. However, with increasing 

digitization, the costs of inter-firm coordination 

plummet. In our 2020 paper on the platform economy 

in Africa, we highlighted the creation of continent-wide 

standards and non-traditional digital infrastructure. 

New standards and infrastructure reduce coordination 

costs and provide the mechanisms for firms to 

coordinate their activities better. Consider, for 

instance, handset manufacturers, app developers, and 

network operators coordinating their value creating 

activities around the Google Android infrastructure. 

As a result of these falling costs, firms now increasingly 

participate in business ecosystems – systems of 

interacting firms that coordinate their activities 

towards solving a common customer problem. 

Traditional vertically integrated firms were structured 

around production processes. Accordingly, industry 

boundaries mirrored production logic. In contrast, 

business ecosystems are built around a customer 

value proposition, and firms coordinate their activities 

together to create and deliver that customer value 

proposition. 

In today’s connected world, firms increasingly compete in ecosystems. This is a marked shift from the traditional industry view 

of firm competition.

COMPETING IN ECOSYSTEMS

In the second paper of this series on the platform economy for financial services, we 
explained how firms develop competitive advantage in ecosystems: 

Ecosystems are not built around products but 

around customer value propositions. Consider the 

financial services industry, for instance. The industry 

boundaries are structured around traditional financial 

products. However, these industry boundaries 

become less relevant in a world of ecosystems. A 

bank, for instance, may have to coordinate with 

players across industries – housing, automotive, 

local commerce, and others – to shape integrated 

customer value propositions. 

Such partnerships would traditionally have been 

managed bilaterally, with limited ability to scale. 

However, in the platform economy, platform 

business models enable the reorganization of activity 

in business ecosystems and provide a scalable 

coordination mechanism to manage and coordinate 

ecosystem activity. In doing so, a platform often 

occupies a central position in its ecosystem, with 

partner firms being increasingly dependent on the 

platform to organize activity in the ecosystem.

11



WINNING WITH PLATFORMS - A STRUCTURED APPROACH

Platforms, today, are the dominant organizing mechanism 

for firms participating in ecosystems. A business looking 

to gain competitive advantage needs to develop a platform 

strategy. However, successful platforms are the exception, 

and many efforts to build platform businesses have failed 

to scale and benefit from the network effects that facilitate 

their growth. Understanding the factors that lead to the 

success of platform businesses is critical.

Prior to the pandemic, and through it, the valuation of 

platform firms increasingly diverged from non-platform, 

and particularly non-technology firms. Even as valuations 

recede, the growing importance of platform business 

models continues unabated as firms across industries 

realize the need to shift to this model to compete effectively. 

If anything, as the cost of capital increases in the current 

economic environment, managing a platform organization 

effectively becomes ever-more critical to success with a 

platform strategy. 

For incumbents, in particular, success with a 
platform business requires success across 
multiple factors: 

MARKET AND USE CASES: 

The first consideration towards a platform’s success lies 

in its ability to deliver value to its core user, develop the 

ability to serve ecosystem stakeholders by enabling the core 

interaction, and drive adoption across multiple ecosystem 

stakeholders.

ECOSYSTEM TRUST AND GOVERNANCE: 

A platform firm needs to build trust among ecosystem 

participants as well as between participants and the 

platform. 

ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS: 

Platform firms should be tightly aligned on vision but loosely 

coupled for innovation. They should resolve the traditional 

trade-off between scale and customization to serve a 

spectrum of varied use cases without losing economies of 

scale.

Through this paper, we lay out how platform 

firms can address the above factors and 

structurally strengthen their execution and 

improve odds of success. 

TECHNOLOGICAL READINESS: 

Platform firms need scalable and resilient technology 

and three factors in particular – data interoperability, 

infrastructure scalability, and management of cybersecurity 

and privacy – may well separate the leaders from the 

laggards.

REGULATORY FACTORS: 

Execution of platform strategy involves (1) accounting 

for regulatory headwinds, (2) actively piggybacking 

regulatory tailwinds, and (3) actively shaping the regulatory 

environment to align the platform’s roadmap with evolving 

regulation.

FINANCIAL/BUSINESS CASE: 

Managing any change initiative requires senior leadership 

support of the business case and organizational momentum 

towards execution. Gaining such support for platform 

businesses can be particularly difficult owing to longer 

investment horizons, confusion around choosing pre-

revenue metrics, and the risk appetite and biases of senior 

leadership. 

12



MARKET AND 
USE CASES

A platform organization’s success is built around ecosystem 
adoption. Unlike traditional products, where firms work across 
the value chain to create and deliver value internally, value on a 
platform business is created through ecosystem participation. 
The first consideration towards a platform firm’s success lies 
in its ability to deliver value to its core user, develop the ability 
to serve ecosystem stakeholders, and drive adoption across 
multiple ecosystem stakeholders.

01
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How do we deliver value to the user?

A platform business creates value by enabling interactions 

among ecosystem participants. A platform should be 

structured with a view to sustainably enabling the core 

interaction. 

AS EXPLAINED IN THE BOOK PLATFORM SCALE2: 

Every platform has a Core Interaction, a set of actions 

that producers and consumers on your platform perform 

repeatedly to gain value out of the platform.

Creators upload videos on YouTube and viewers view it and 

upvote/downvote it. It’s an engine where all three actions 

are required. Any of these breaks down and the platform 

may fail to continue creating and delivering value in the 

manner that it originally intended to.

The Core Interaction is a set of actions that you need 

producers and consumers to engage in repeatedly in order 

to derive value out of your platform. 

In the core interaction, platforms deliver value to 

consumers through personalized experiences and relevant 

recommendations. They also leverage data to build superior 

decision support systems for users. For instance, real estate 

platforms like Zillow and Redfin deliver superior decision 

support on valuation of houses, enabling buyers to make an 

informed decision. Platforms that create value through data 

typically capture a wide range of data from users and further 

inform these data profiles through third-party data sharing 

partnerships. 

Sephora, similarly, integrates its in-store experience with 

multiple online touchpoints, to create a seamless customer 

experience. Sephora builds a detailed customer data profile 

by capturing user preferences to drive personalization of 

offers and recommendations. 

Sephora’s Fragrance IQ captures user preferences in-store 

regarding fragrances of choice through a personalized 

VALUE TO THE USER 

2 The author of Platform Scale - Sangeet Paul Choudary - is also a co-author of this paper.
3 The author of Platform Scale – Sangeet Paul Choudary – is also a co-author of this paper.

questionnaire or through shortlisting of the fragrance family 

and recommends relevant fragrances based on this data. 

Sephora’s Color IQ captures the skin tone of the user and 

recommends a makeup foundation which matches the  

skin tone. Sephora’s Skincare IQ assists users in finding 

recommended skin lotions based on a personalized 

questionnaire. Sephora’s online communities – BeautyTalk 

and BeautyBoard – further provide a means to engage 

user communities, capture greater data, and personalize 

recommendations to individual users. Sephora’s Virtual 

Artist is a decision support system – a virtual try-on app 

which allows users to try makeup variations on their phone. 

Based on looks that the user likes, the platform delivers 

product recommendations and beauty tips to achieve the 

desired makeup effect with the recommended products.

Platforms deliver value to producers by providing the tools of 

production and the decision support to improve production. 

For instance, education platforms like Udemy and Skillshare 

provide the tools for educators to run online courses and 

provide analytics and targeting capabilities to enable them 

to improve learner engagement. 

Platform organizations must also invest in community 

management to build communities of engaged users. 

This is especially important if users contribute key value 

to the platform. While outliers Waze, WhatsApp, and 

Instagram employed less than 100 people each at the time 

of acquisition, the real value on these platforms was built 

through the contributions from their user communities. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT 

CANNOT BE OVERSTATED. AS EXPLAINED IN THE BOOK 

PLATFORM SCALE3:

Community management is often viewed as an extension 

of marketing. But a community isn’t simply a more  

participative audience. 

A community must be scaled in a platform business, in much 

the same way that a workforce of employees is scaled within an 

organization. Community management requires structuring 
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and managing incentives for participants, enabling the 

learning and development of producers, and creating a host 

of other support infrastructure that the human resources 

department would traditionally provide to an organization 

internally. Managing community incentives and governance 

is as important as managing internal employee conduct  

and compliance.  

The first non-founding employee at Instagram was neither 

an engineer nor a designer, nor even a marketer. The 

Instagram founders understood the importance of managing 

ecosystems and communities. Employee #1, Josh Riedel, 

was a community manager, tasked solely with managing the 

growing community of content creators on Instagram. 

Community management is all the more important when 

one considers the fact that service marketplaces, like 

Airbnb, compete with traditional service providers, like 

hotels. Traditional service providers invest heavily in 

training and managing incentives for their staff. To provide 

a service quality at par with traditional service providers, 

today’s service marketplaces must ensure that they invest 

in community management and development, much the 

same way that hotels invest in employee training. Most on-

demand labor platforms today must redesign community 

management as a human resources management function 

for an age of open platforms.

B2B platforms firms like SAP, Salesforce, and Intuit rely 

on their user community to supplement their internal 

workforce. During the busy tax season, Intuit’s TurboTax tax 

preparation software leverages its community of users to 

augment its in-house customer support team in answering 

user queries.

In a platform world, brands can also better leverage platform 

influencers to engage their customers. During the Covid-19 

pandemic, apparel brand Levi’s partnered with TikTok 

influencers to create customized denim using Future 

Finish 3-D denim customization technology, and enabled 

consumers to purchase these items on TikTok videos by the 

influencers. 

3 The author of Platform Scale - Sangeet Paul Choudary - is also a co-author of this paper.

Nike’s Run Club – a key component of its platform strategy 

– allows running enthusiasts to develop and track running 

habits. Nike invested in ensuring that every touchpoint 

with the runner is integrated to create a single view of the 

customer and deliver value across the customer journey. 

Run Club connects with any digital watch OS or smartphone 

to sync data and measure progress. To engage users, Run 

Club offers tutorials for runners based on their skill level. It 

captures data on speed, location, distance, elevation, heart 

rate etc. to create a comprehensive user profile. It enables 

community challenges to drive engagement and works 

across partner applications like Spotify and iTunes to allow 

runners to control their music while they run.

Value

Support

Improve

Platforms deliver value to producers 
by providing the tools of productions 
and the decision support to improve 
production
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How do we deliver consistent experiences for 
ecosystem stakeholders through a single view 
of the ecosystem?

Product organizations are customer-centric, platform 

organizations are ecosystem-centric. Platform organizations 

need to ensure that they have a single view of the customer 

and of every ecosystem stakeholder across the organization.

Platform users – both producers and consumers – should 

have a consistent experience across the platform. In order 

to achieve this, the platform owner must unify assets, 

touchpoints, and communications. A unified data layer is 

key to achieving all of these priorities.

Platform firms must build a holistic view of users across their 

journey with the platform. They should identify and track 

every interaction at every touchpoint with the ecosystem.

Incumbents pursuing a platform strategy have often started 

with disparate innovation efforts, before realizing that it is 

ineffective to serve the ecosystem without a single view 

of the user (and of every stakeholder in the ecosystem). 

A single view of the user may involve implementation of 

some form of single sign-on. For instance, the Schibsted 

Media Group launched the SPiD (Schibsted Payment ID) 

as a single sign-on and payments system that allows the 

firm to track users across its many disparate touchpoints. 

Retailers like Walgreens, CVS, and Lowe’s often use 

a loyalty program as a lead-in to get users to sign up 

onto a single sign-on system, which they then further 

integrate with third-party partners. For instance, users 

can sign in to third-party fitness applications using their 

Walgreens ID to earn loyalty points for their activity on  

these applications. 

A unified view may also be set up without the need for single 

sign-on. For example, Verizon tracks mobile customer 

behavior across all its phones to create a single ID, the 

PrecisionID, and provides brands and agencies with an 

analytics platform and ad network targeted to these mobile 

customers.

ECOSYSTEM-CENTRICITY 

Beyond creating a single view of every ecosystem 

stakeholder, ecosystem centricity also involves 

incentivization choices, where some participation for some 

ecosystem participants may be subsidized because their 

participation is valued by other participants. Arguably, 

platforms like Google and Facebook subsidize consumer 

participation to attract advertisers. Similarly, many content 

platforms like YouTube and TikTok incentivize producer 

participation to enable content creation, which in turn 

attracts consumers. The review platform Yelp, for instance, 

gained traction in its first market in San Francisco attracting 

users interested in discussing local businesses and nightlife, 

by providing them special access to invite-only events in the 

local scene. 

Platforms like Amazon and Google, which harvest consumer 

attention and engagement, primarily seek to be consumer-

centric to best engage and target the consumer across their 

journey with the platform. B2B platforms, like Shopify and 

Autodesk, which empower producers to build their business 

on top of their infrastructure, similarly focus on supporting 

the producer across their journey with the platform.

Finally, a note of caution on strategizing for ecosystems. 

Ecosystems are not merely defined by industry boundaries 

(e.g. energy) or by domain expertise (e.g. trade). Ecosystems 

are defined around user needs. To precisely define the 

ecosystem, the platform firm should first start by identifying 

the user need being addressed and then structure the 

ecosystem of interacting actors required to address that 

need. Firms looking to pursue a platform strategy often 

confuse ecosystems with industries or domains. Instead, 

viewing the ecosystem as the system of interacting actors 

working together to address a user need ensures that 

ecosystem actors are prioritized and engaged towards 

solving the initial problem the platform business set out to 

solve. 
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Platform business execution requires 
simultaneous adoption across multiple sides. 
How do we align incentives and user experience 
to drive adoption across all parties?

Most platforms starting from scratch have little value in and 

of themselves. Producers of value will not come on board 

unless there are consumers, and consumers will not find the 

platform useful without any production. Most platform firms 

face this chicken-and-egg challenge. Who does one get on 

board first: the producers or the consumers? And why will 

one side come on board, when the other side is not there?

Broadly, platform firms may employ one of two types 

of strategies: sequential strategies and simultaneous 

strategies. Using sequential strategies, the platform gets 

either producers first or consumers first on board. Using 

simultaneous strategies, as the name suggests, the platform 

gets both producers and consumers on board at the same 

time. 

OpenTable employed a producer-first sequential strategy 

to get restaurants on board by providing restaurant 

management software as an initial hook before any 

consumers signed up. Conversely, Megaupload seeded 

pirated content on its site as an initial hook to attract 

consumers on board in a consumer-first sequential strategy, 

and subsequently, converted some consumers to producers 

of content.

Another way to employ sequential strategies is to empower 

producers to bring consumers on board. Project creators 

host their projects on Kickstarter and subsequently spread 

the word about their project among their followers and 

friends. This act of spreading the word fuels the feedback 

loop and the producers themselves participate in the act 

of getting consumers on board. Some of these consumers 

then become producers – and the virtuous cycle is set into 

motion.

The platform firm may also kickstart adoption by acting as 

the first producer at scale. Amazon started out as a retailer 

before moving to a marketplace model. The education 

marketplace Udemy also applied this strategy by initially 

MULTI-SIDED MARKET ADOPTION

producing its own courses. On B2B platforms, a large 

business customer can act as the first consumer to kickstart 

platform adoption. Procter & Gamble started its Connect + 

Develop innovation platform by acting as the first consumer 

on the platform.

Platforms may also be seeded by acquiring both producer 

and consumer roles at the same time – through employing 

simultaneous strategies. In order to get both sides on board 

simultaneously, the platform must leverage or integrate with 

a high concentration of existing activity between these two 

producer and consumer roles. There are various approaches 

to executing this strategy. 

The first approach involves launching the platform in 

concentrated geographic hubs of activity. Facebook, for 

instance, first launched as a closed network within Harvard 

University to harness existing activity among students. 

The second approach leverages unusually high 

concentration of activity during specific periods or events. 

For example, Twitter launched at industry conferences and 

Tinder launched at fraternity parties. In both cases, event 

participants were already interacting at the event and the 

platform facilitated these interactions better. 

A third strategy involves integrating with – or piggybacking 

– another digital network which already has a high degree 

of activity. LinkedIn gained much of its initial traction by 

integrating with Microsoft Outlook as users’ business 

connections already existed on Outlook. WhatsApp was one 

of the earliest platforms to piggyback the phone contacts 

list. It would automatically compare all of the phone numbers 

of a new user’s phone contact list to the existing WhatsApp 

user database. This allowed it to scrape the address book 

and pre-seed the WhatsApp network for the user, without 

the user having to manually add connections. When Airbnb 

launched, it initially piggybacked activity on Craigslist 

through a reverse integration, to attract Craigslist hosts 

and travelers who were already interacting with each other. 

Airbnb provided superior trust through a rating system and 

an improved search and navigation experience, combined 

with an integrated payments platform, all of which helped 

it attract hosts and travelers away from Craigslist. Finally, 
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Instagram gained traction by piggybacking Facebook, 

allowing users to share pictures with their Facebook network 

and gain more users.

B2B platform adoption often requires more than 

piggybacking. It requires integration and backward 

compatibility with existing systems, simplification 

of workflow transitions, and creating incentives for 

change. Launching a healthcare platform, for instance, 

requires myriad integrations as patient data sits across 

a range of siloed systems. Platforms that simplify such 

integrations and workflow transitions find it easier to gain  

B2B adoption.

Beyond solving the chicken-and-egg problem, mobilizing the 

ecosystem also involves activating users on the platform for 

continued engagement. Platform firms must conduct data 

analysis to determine actions that separate activated users 

from deactivated ones. For instance, Dropbox determined 

that users who added at least one file within a day of signing 

up were more likely to get activated. Similarly, Facebook 

determined that users who connected with 10 friends within 

the first seven days were more likely to stay active. As a 

result, the marketing department completely shifted its 

focus on achieving this goal.

Incumbents looking to solve the chicken-and-egg problem 

should also look at leveraging their assets. For instance, the 

pharmacy giant Walgreens gained adoption on its loyalty 

platform by leveraging its retail store network. Sephora, as 

shared above, on boards user data profiles through quick 

tests at its retail locations. 

Whether solving the chicken-and-egg problem or activating 

users, platform adoption remains more complex than driving 

product usage. Platform organizations need to keenly 

understand incentives that will drive usage and structure 

strategies that will help build multi-sided adoption.
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ECOSYSTEM 
TRUST AND

GOVERNANCE  

A platform firm plays a central coordination role in any 
connected ecosystem, orchestrating interactions and 
activities across ecosystem participants. To successfully 
execute a platform strategy, a platform firm needs to build 
trust among ecosystem participants as well as between 
participants and the platform. This involves: 

1

2

Building a trusted environment to facilitate ecosystem 
transactions; 

Signaling its commitment to partners to support their 
innovation on the platform; and 

Mitigating and managing any conflicts of interest that may 
arise between the platform and ecosystem  participants.

3

02
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How do we provide a high trust environment for 
ecosystem participants to interact?

Platform firms create value through enabling interactions in 

the ecosystem. Trust is key to enabling these interactions. 

Platforms that organize fragmented and unorganized 

markets succeed by fostering a trusted environment for 

market interactions.

A platform firm must work across a spectrum of mechanisms 

to foster trust in the ecosystem.

A common approach to fostering trust is through the creation 

of a reputation system. A reputation system determines 

the reputation of an ecosystem participant, based on data 

that is gathered from platform usage as well as data that is 

imported from other off-platform sources. 

Some platforms set up explicit reputation systems by 

employing levels and certifications to signal a participant’s 

credibility. For instance, platforms like Stack Overflow use 

levels and badges to signal reputation.

The role of reputation extends beyond signaling to informing 

the platform’s algorithms. For instance, Airbnb displays a 

host rating externally but may leverage many other signals 

of host reputation and accommodation quality while 

determining the ranking and visibility of a particular listing.

Identity management and access control play a key role 

in fostering trust. The rise of Facebook’s social graph as 

an open utility was a key driver of the sharing economy. 

Airbnb users and Lyft riders could link their accounts to 

their Facebook profiles. Tinder and a whole range of other 

social platforms allowed users to sign up through Facebook 

Connect. Further, platforms like Airbnb confirm a listing 

BUILDING INTERACTION TRUST 

by sending out photographers to the apartment, while 

babysitters on Sittercity must go through a stringent access 

control and curation process before being allowed on board. 

The higher the interaction risks, the greater the need for 

trust.  

Some platforms may require the establishment of a 

centralized moderation and editorial function to moderate 

and govern participation. This is especially important if (1) 

an expert can determine quality better than the average user 

or (2) it is too early for the ecosystem to self-govern itself. In 

its early days, every platform uses centralized moderation in 

some form. Centralized moderation is the simplest method 

to implement trust in the early days of the platform, but it 

is also the least scalable approach to creating trust. As 

the ecosystem scales, platforms must decentralize trust 

creation to algorithmic and social curation. 

Finally, in high-risk markets, platforms may even 

have to provide additional insurance or cover to 

protect participants. Platforms like Uber and 

Airbnb encourage ecosystem participation by 

offering them insurance against undesirable 

situations. 

Overall, trust is critical to mobilizing the 

ecosystem and platform firms must strategize 

across a spectrum of options to architect trust 

creating to foster ecosystem interactions.
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How do we provide a high trust environment for 
ecosystem partners to commit resources, time, 
and effort to innovate around our platform?

Platforms that require partners to commit resources 

towards open innovation on the platform need to additionally 

build innovation trust.

Development platforms, for instance, require significant 

commitment and investment from developers who come on 

board. These developers – both freelancers and businesses 

– are investing to build their business on the platform and 

are particularly concerned about the platform owner and 

sponsor’s commitment: what if the platform owner is not 

committed to the success of the platform in the long run 

and ceases further investment into the platform if it does 

not take off? What if the developer has already invested in 

creating applications and the platform owner suddenly calls 

off further investment?

To solve this dilemma for developers, a platform firm must 

signal its commitment to long-term investment into the 

platform. When Microsoft launched the Xbox, it publicly 

announced its commitment to spend $500 million promoting 

the new gaming platform. Along with Microsoft’s brand, this 

commitment helped attract third-party game developers to 

the emerging platform.

Some platform firms may also set up an application 

development fund, aimed at rewarding developers who build 

apps on the platform. At the launch of the iPhone, Apple 

declared the iPhone iFund which rewarded early developers. 

The Slack Fund and the Alexa Fund similarly encouraged 

developers to come on board and create applications and 

extensions to the platform.

BUILDING INNOVATION  TRUST 

Finally, platforms may also signal innovation trust by inviting 

partners to participate in the upside of the platform’s 

success. Many Web3 platforms today achieve this through 

issuing tokens, which grant partners an ownership stake and 

future upside based on the success of the overall ecosystem. 

Some platforms may also offer equity ownership. Stocksy – 

a platform on which professional photographers license their 

creations – is structured as an artist-owned cooperative 

which distributes profits to producers so that producers get 

dividends and own equity in the business.

As the examples above illustrate, a platform relying on 

ecosystem partner innovation must build trust by ensuring 

that ecosystem partners investing in the platform participate 

in future upside while also incurring limited downside.

Signal its commitment to long-term 

investment into the platform

Set up an application development fund

Invite partners to participate in the 

upside of the platform’s success

To build a high trust environment for 
ecosystem partners, a platform firm 
must:
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How do we ensure fair governance in managing 
ecosystem relationships?

Platform firms need to establish fair governance, 

particularly in managing their relationships with partners 

in the ecosystem. Towards this, the platform firm should 

adequately convey the rules of play – the factors that lead 

to partner success on the platform. It should also invest in 

educating partners on ecosystem governance, both through 

incorporating feedback into the workflow as well as through 

off-platform partner management initiatives.

Platform firms must also ensure that they avoid conflicts 

of interest with ecosystem partners. In particular, when 

the platform firm also acts as a producer on the platform, 

partners may fear (1) the possibility of a bait and switch, 

where the platform firm may change governance and 

policies to favor its own business,  (2) and the possibility 

of channel control, where the platform may limit exposure 

(and, hence, business upside) for partners in the ecosystem.

Since the platform has superior data insight into partner use 

cases that perform well, partners may fear that the platform 

could absorb or capture those use cases itself to capture 

higher margin and remove the respective partner from  

the platform.

For instance, Amazon is both a retailer and runs a 

marketplace for third-party sellers. Through the 

marketplace, Amazon gathers data on product sales. 

Research published in Strategic Management Review 

in 2018 studied 164 000 products sold by merchants 

on Amazon’s platform. As of June 2013, Amazon didn’t 

sell these products. However, a study of the same set 10 

months later revealed that Amazon had started directly 

selling more than 5 000 of these products. In a statement 

to Congress, Amazon has also publicly acknowledged that 

it uses aggregated third-party data to inform its private  

label brands.

ESTABLISHING FAIR GOVERNANCE 

To establish fair governance, 
a platform firm must:

When platforms operate with such conflict of interest, 

partners are hesitant to commit resources. To allay fears of 

such conflict of interest, a platform firm should contractually 

commit to not competing with the ecosystem for a minimum 

period. SAP, for instance, has often made such commitments 

to attract partners to its platform efforts.

The platform firm may also institute a core partner program. 

Core partners – those who meet minimum success 

requirements on the platform – would then be offered a 

reseller relationship. Instead of competing with them, the 

platform would act as a reseller by holding inventory from 

them and reselling inventory on the platform. This allows 

the platform to enjoy higher margins from core sellers, while 

also guaranteeing them greater exposure on the platform, 

creating a win-win scenario.

Manage relationships with ecosystem 

partners

Educate partners on ecosystem 

governance

Avoid conflict of interest

Institute a partner program
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ORGANIZATIONAL  
FACTORS 

Platform firms are tightly aligned on vision but loosely 
coupled for innovation. They resolve the traditional trade-
off between scale and customization. Platform firms are 
able to serve a spectrum of varied use cases without losing 
economies of scale. They do this by: 

1

2

3

Leveraging shared services to drive standardization 
across the organization;

Setting up governance that enables both  standardization 
and agility; and 

Driving innovation at scale by empowering small, 
autonomous teams to innovate close to the customer.

03
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Have we set up the right shared services and 
internal platforms to maximize coordination 
and cross-leverage?

Platforms drive standardization and coordination at 

ecosystem-scale to organize fragmented markets and siloed 

supply chains. To do this effectively, platform organizations 

must drive standardization and coordination internally by 

leveraging shared services, set up as internal platforms.

Shared services involve the consolidation of business 

operations and the cross-leverage of business assets, used 

across multiple organizational units.

Shared services allow standardized practices and processes 

to be reused across the organization, driving greater 

interoperability and coordination internally. This also 

subsequently sets the base for standardizing interfaces and 

interactions with external ecosystem partners and driving 

standards adoption across the ecosystem.

Shared services drive cost advantages by reducing 

redundancy and increasing cross-leverage and reuse. 

Removing redundancy and duplication also reduces 

inconsistency and conflict of processes, programs and 

systems. Shared services also enable polling of expertise for 

pan-organization usage.

Shared services are critical to the scalability of a platform 

organization as standardized interfaces to access common 

services enable new innovation to be developed and deployed 

rapidly on top. They also enable individual innovation teams 

to contribute assets developed by them back to the shared 

services layer whenever they see the potential for cross-

leveraging the assets across the organization.

However, firms implementing shared services shouldn’t 

confuse and conflate shared services with a “one-size-fits-

all” product approach. Shared services rely on provisioning 

SHARED SERVICES AND INTERNAL PLATFORMS

a set of standardized modular services that may be reused 

as “building blocks” across diverse products. 

Shared services are best implemented with a standardization 

and coordination mindset rather than a cost savings 

mindset. Cost savings are a by-product of using shared 

services. However, shared services are best architected with 

a coordination and standardization approach, ensuring that 

all architectural decisions made are towards driving greater 

internal coordination across the organization. Eventually, 

this also scales architecturally to support ecosystem-wide 

coordination, when shared services are externalized for 

partner consumption.

When participating in ecosystems, firms may also need to 

set up partnership management as a shared service. This 

ensures standardization of the processes and interfaces 

between the platform firm and its partners and prevents a 

fragmented and dissonant experience for the ecosystem 

partners. It also enables platform firms to rapidly benefit 

from every ecosystem relationship by reducing the time to 

market as additional teams within the platform organization 

leverage an existing relationship. Centralizing partnership 

management as a shared service also helps better manage 

the technological and reputational risks associated with 

partnering with ecosystem partners by standardizing on-

boarding, risk assessment, and partner due diligence. 

Platform organizations must 
drive standardization and 
coordination internally by 
leveraging shared services, 
set up as internal platforms.
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Have we set up the right internal governance 
to enable operational agility and scale in 
execution?

Platform organizations need to set up governance 

mechanisms that enable distributed innovation at 

scale while ensuring centralized strategic coordination.

While leveraging shared services and internal platforms, 

governance mechanisms may be structured based on the 

division of rights and responsibilities (as well as negotiating 

leverage) between the services sponsors and the individual 

business units. 

These governance structures may fall into 
three broad categories:

DISTRIBUTED GOVERNANCE

The individual business units retain decision-making  

power and the shared service sponsor is largely responsible 

for supporting evolution of the shared service. Distributed 

governance may lead to redundancy and lower cross-

leverage.

CENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE 

Decision-making oversight is the prerogative of the shared 

services sponsor. Future roadmap guiding the evolution 

of the service is managed centrally. Individual business 

GOVERNANCE TOWARDS AGILITY AND SCALE

units craft their execution plans based on the direction and 

strategy set by the shared service sponsor. Centralized 

governance maximizes coordination, standardization, 

automation, economies of scale, and funding continuity, but 

may reduce organizational agility.

CONSULTATIVE GOVERNANCE 

Decisions are made in a consultative fashion with the 

individual BUs and the shared service sponsor.

A common choice involves starting with centralized 

governance and evolving towards consultative governance 

as the shared services mature. This ensures standardization 

and establishment of a core roadmap, which may then 

be increasingly informed by organizational needs as the 

core services mature and as internal standards get more 

widespread. The timing of this transition involves a trade-off 

between standardization and agility.

From a governance perspective, shared services are 

designed to provide services to internal stakeholders as 

“users”. Shared services often run their own P&L, especially 

when they are also externalized for ecosystem consumption. 

This should not be conflated with the traditional idea of 

centralized services, where a single central organizational 

unit, typically at the company headquarters, centralizes a 

particular activity across the organization.
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Have we set up the right organizational 
structure to drive innovation at scale?

Platform firms achieve standardization and coordination 

through shared services. They achieve innovation and agility 

by enabling small teams across the organization to operate 

independently, as loosely coupled units, all coordinated 

through shared services and governance. This allows small 

autonomous innovation teams to solve problems through 

customer proximity, while also ensuring that solutions 

developed are standardized and interoperable through the 

use of shared services.  

Amazon’s two-pizza teams, Coinbase’s “pods”, and 

Spotify’s “squads” are all examples of team structures at 

platform organizations which drive innovation at scale by 

combining the customer proximity of autonomous teams 

with the standardization and economies of shared services.

Amazon, for instance, sets up its shared services around 

two core internal platform functions, one associated 

with commerce and one associated with logistics. The 

organization is set up as an ecosystem of small, decentralized 

“two-pizza” teams (Bezos’s rule of thumb required every 

internal team to be small enough to be fed with two pizzas) 

building on top of these standardized internal platforms and 

shared services. This allows Amazon to innovate and add 

new product lines without increasing the complexity of the 

internal organizational or reporting structure. These new 

teams continue to operate independently and modularly 

while building off standardized internal platforms. This 

ensures organizational scalability as well as standardization 

in customer experience, without compromising autonomy 

and agility of independent teams.

Coinbase, similarly, organizes internally in teams of 10 or 

fewer employees called “pods”, each focused on a specific 

goal and moving a specific metric.

Innovation at scale requires not just leverage of scalable 

technology but more importantly the organizational 

framework that enables loosely coupled teams to scale 

their innovation efforts using these technologies available to 

them. 

DRIVING INNOVATION AT SCALE 

A platform organization is often managed as a portfolio of 

bets placed across these many internal innovation teams. 

This extends seamlessly beyond the boundaries of the 

organization to include external partner innovators building 

on the platform, as the platform firm solves and opens up.

Firms like Tencent and Haier set up an internal competition 

model of governance, where innovation teams compete 

internally and evolve in Darwinian fashion. Internal teams 

mirror the external competitive landscape and need to 

deliver metrics to warrant continued investment. Tencent’s 

flagship platform, WeChat, was developed through this 

internal competition model.

Finally, for incumbents, innovating at scale extends beyond 

technological scalability and organizational model. It also 

involves importing the right skills and capabilities in the 

organization. While organizations may prepare for linear 

change through education and upskilling, a transformational 

business model shift may often require inorganic approaches 

to building scale and capabilities. Some organizations 

partner with external venture studios and consulting firms 

to augment such capabilities but soon realize the limitations 

of relying on external talent without transforming internal 

talent. Instead, platform firms should look to build fluid 

workforce models where their workforce spans long-term 

internal talent as well as on-demand external talent pools. 

Instead of outsourcing projects to consulting firms and 

venture studios, platform firms must look to set up teams 

that span these fluid talent pools, allowing internal project 

governance while ensuring access to relevant external 

talent. Much like platform business models open up for 

external participation, platform organizations should open 

up for external workforce engagement as well.  

To scale as a platform organization, invest in shared services 

and internal platforms that can support an ecosystem of 

teams, working across the value chain. Every platform 

organization mirrors the ecosystem it participates in. As 

the platform eventually opens out to the ecosystem, this 

internal organization enables it to mirror, complement, and 

supplement ecosystem resources strategically and evolve 

the organization alongside the ecosystem.
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TECHNOLOGICAL 
READINESS

Many business strategists claim that technology is a 
commodity and value lies in service innovation and business-
model innovation. While that may well be increasingly 
true, platform firms still continue to develop competitive 
advantage through technological readiness and scalability 
in an environment where most incumbents struggle to re-
architect themselves technically. Platform firms need scalable 
and resilient technology and three factors in particular – data 
interoperability, infrastructure scalability, and management of 
cybersecurity and privacy – may well separate the leaders from  
the laggards.
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Does our data strategy and internal API 
implementation support extension towards 
open business models and ecosystem 
participation?

Platform ecosystems are complex systems. While platform 

organizations participate within larger ecosystems, a 

platform organization internally is also a complex system 

coordinating across various resources and workflows. 

When incumbents transform to a platform business model, 

the platform organization needs to be set up to facilitate 

workflows across diverse resources and coordinate access 

to these organizational resources (both data and services). 

Again, as mentioned above, setting up standardized access 

and coordination also needs to be complemented with 

an organizational model that empowers loosely coupled 

innovation teams to innovate off these standardized 

services. 

The technical interfaces enable coordination across the 

various organizational building blocks, enabling them to 

communicate with each other.

DATA STRATEGY AND INTEROPERABILITY

A platform organization that adheres to these core 

technological design principles is well set up to expand 

towards ecosystem orchestration. Internal organizational 

resources, accessible through APIs, are coordinated across 

the same standards as external ecosystem resources. By 

extending internal standards and opening out interfaces to 

the ecosystem, the platform firm effectively coordinates 

across internal and external stakeholders.

To guide organizational and technical architecture, every 

platform organization needs a well defined data strategy, 

which articulates how data will be acquired, managed, 

transformed, and deployed as a crucial business resource 

to enable and inform business strategy. Every platform 

organization needs a cohesive data strategy and a 

structured roadmap for implementation. In most traditional 

organizations, data acquisition is incidental to existing 

business processes. At a platform firm, data acquisition 

needs to be strategically planned and must be determined 

by business goals. 

DATA HELPS A PLATFORM ORGANIZATION UNLOCK  

BUSINESS VALUE BY ENABLING:

1. Creation of data-driven products and business models;

2. Differentiation of offerings to consumers and producers; 

3. Delivery of highly personalized and relevant interactions  

     across the ecosystem; and 

4. Analytics to generate business insights and inform 

    strategy.

A data strategy and roadmap should start with identifying 

the to-be data inventory needed to achieve the platform 

business goals. The firm should then determine the data gap 

between the data available today and the data required to 

power the business model at various stages of the business 

roadmap. The data roadmap also requires coordination with 

individual business and organizational units to understand 

the current roadmap of their product and service launches 

and determine how much of the data gap gets addressed 

through new data acquired along this roadmap. On an 

ongoing basis, this may involve informing business units on 

data needs of the platform firm and incentivizing individual 

units to capture this data.

Every platform organization needs: 

An explicit architecture design to specify 

the various functional building blocks 

across the organization;

A definition of interfaces that specifies 

how the organizational building blocks 

interact with each other; and

Organization-wide set of standards. 
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Data is one of the primary sources of value creation in a 

platform business and enables a key control point over the 

ecosystem. A firm that isn’t set up to manage data internally 

is unlikely to gain and maintain a central position in a data-

rich ecosystem. To effectively leverage data internally, 

a platform firm must invest in data standardization 

and interoperability. Data is replicable, transformable, 

transportable, and creates value through learning and 

training. These properties of data require the platform firm 

to have internal porosity and interoperability to best create, 

manage, and deliver the value of data across the firm.

APIs are crucial to external access as well as internal 

interoperability. APIs provide functional interfaces and 

communication protocols and enable seamless coordination 

across internal and external resources. APIs also enable 

bidirectional data flow, enabling firms to capture data 

across external interactions. They enable firms to more 

flexibly structure and distribute products externally, as well 

as leverage external capabilities to run critical operations 

internally. 

As firms across the value chain shift business processes 

to the cloud, API-based connectivity enables inter-process 

communication, and eventually inter-firm coordination 

across the ecosystem. Internal APIs help drive internal data 

porosity. Every business unit that deals with user data acts 

as a provider and as a customer of the relevant APIs.

An API-centered approach to building technology 

infrastructure requires the interfaces to be specified so 

that every organizational unit prepares its resources and 

workflows to operate across these interfaces.

In addition to facilitating interoperability through internal 

APIs, platform firms will also need to invest in aggregating 

data expertise across the organization and pooling 

data centrally, which will likely require a change in data 

governance internally as well as new rules for data usage 

across the organization. Instead of every unit building out 

its own data resources and experts, a platform should seek 

to integrate existing isolated data pools, while ensuring that 

future data collection all works with one common central 

data pool. 

The importance of data strategy and interoperability to 

a platform firm’s infrastructural readiness cannot be 

overstated. Firms that embark on a platform journey without 

internal interoperability will soon realize that their efforts 

don’t scale despite the best customer empathy and service 

innovation.
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Can our infrastructure scale to support  
non-linear growth in ecosystem interactions?

Once a platform reaches critical mass of adoption, 

ecosystem activity may start scaling non-linearly. This is 

primarily observed on platforms on account of network 

effects, where greater ecosystem activity makes the 

platform more valuable, which in turn attracts further 

activity from the ecosystem.

A scalable architecture can seamlessly support higher 

workloads as ecosystem activity starts to grow non-linearly.

Scalable infrastructure requires loosely coupled, modular 

technical architecture. Distinct functional subsystems 

are not strongly connected, enabling individual modules 

to be modified without cascading dependencies across 

the organization. This may be achieved by employing a  

micro-services-based architecture.

As the platform business scales, different subsystems may 

have different requirements regarding scalability. Loose 

coupling and modularity allows targeted modifications 

to be made at scale without increasing the complexity of 

the overall system. It also enables delegation of changes 

across different infrastructural teams instead of increasing 

operational burden with a central infrastructural team. 

Loose coupling across a modular architecture also enables 

greater resilience of the system by introducing redundancy 

as required. This is especially important in ecosystem 

use cases which spike at various points – for instance, 

transactions on e-commerce platforms spike in the holiday 

season.

Infrastructural scalability is further ensured through 

asynchronous process communication. As modularity 

increases, these modular sub-systems need to increasingly 

communicate across each other. Communication introduces 

dependencies and synchronous communication may 

INFRASTRUCTURE SCALABILITY

introduce performance bottlenecks. This may be addressed 

through asynchronous process communication and an 

event-driven architecture. Individual modules generate 

events to a message queue and they are processed from the 

queue, reducing mutual dependency across modules. Loose 

coupling in architecture combined with this loose coupling in 

communication sets up the system for scalability.

More tactically, scalable infrastructure choices also require 

that the platform organization rely on existing infrastructure 

as-a-service and open source tools and frameworks instead 

of building internally.

Finally, a scalable system should also be evolvable. 

Anticipating all infrastructural requirements upfront may 

result in long product cycles and over investment towards 

saving use cases that never need to be addressed. Instead, 

the platform organization should launch and test, capturing 

data as it goes, to inform the infrastructure scalability 

roadmap.

Once a platform reaches critical 
mass of adoption, ecosystem 
activity may start scaling 
non-linearly. This is primarily 
observed on platforms on account 
of network effects, where greater 
ecosystem activity makes the 
platform more valuable, which 
in turn attracts further activity 
from the ecosystem.
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Is our platform’s commitment to building trust 
in the ecosystem adequately supported by its 
technological choices regarding privacy and 
cybersecurity?

Data privacy and cybersecurity choices provision the 

technical backbone for creating a trusted environment for  

the ecosystem.

A platform organization needs to clearly articulate and 

enforce its data privacy policy. To build trust with users 

and partners, the platform organization must have clearly 

structured data sharing arrangements and policies 

governing downstream secondary use of data, particularly 

around access to third parties, but also including data 

enrichment and transformation that the platform firm may 

undertake internally. To ensure that downstream processing 

is clearly defined and avoids unnecessary limitations, the 

platform organization should articulate its internal privacy 

policy as well as external privacy notice to ecosystem 

stakeholders. Where data moves across ecosystem 

players, every ecosystem stakeholder’s roles, access rights, 

ownership rights, and transformation rights with respect 

to data resources should be clearly specified. Managing 

data privacy also involves managing the trade-off between 

achieving the platform’s business goals driven by data and 

delivering agency to the user regarding control of data 

acquisition points including cookies, pixels, web beacons 

etc. To enable appropriate downstream usage, the platform 

firm should also manage data retention and transformation 

through effective aggregation and anonymization, to ensure 

it adequately uses data towards its business goals while also 

complying with regulation and addressing privacy concerns.

Platform organizations also need to set up the appropriate 

cybersecurity capabilities and defense to ensure data 

security and regulatory compliance. However, cybersecurity 

becomes increasingly challenging in an open ecosystem, 

where the platform firm is dependent on the security 

guarantees and policies of its ecosystem partners. As firms 

increasingly participate in open ecosystems, cybersecurity 

breaches are likely to increase. The speed with which 

malware and hacking evolve often outpaces the speed 

with which adequate responses can be developed and 

MANAGING TECHNOLOGICAL RISK: CYBERSECURITY 
AND PRIVACY 

deployed. Moreover, the regulatory landscape to prosecute 

cybersecurity incidents is increasingly fragmented as every 

regulatory regime involves different requirements.

A platform firm should include cybersecurity as a core part 

of the partner due diligence review for potential partners. 

The risk associated with every ecosystem partner/provider/

consumer connected with the firm should be assessed, 

scored, and periodically reviewed.

Data privacy policy

Clearly structured data sharing 

arrangements and policies

Articulate internal privacy policy and 

external privacy notice to ecosystem 

stakeholders

Manage the trade-off between achieving 

the platform’s business goals

Manage data retention and 

transformation 

Cybersecurity capabilities and defense 

to ensure data security and regulatory 

compliance

Beyond partner review, the rise of machine-to-machine 

communication in ecosystems requires that access 

interfaces and credentials are appropriately architected with 

a view to securing all communication points. Verification 

of machine communication, for example, through 

cryptography, is essential to securely scaling ecosystem 

interactions.

31



The platform firm should ensure that its infrastructure and 

governance avoid attack points and single points of failure. 

Improvements in artificial intelligence and machine learning 

also help analyze security threats and better identify 

malevolent access patterns.

Finally, platform organizations – and more broadly, any 

firm participating in an open ecosystem – should develop 

an adequate post-attack response. This involves a plan to 

ensure business continuity, regain user trust, and manage 

forensics towards providing legally compliant evidence of 

the attack.

Beyond technological risk, platform firms should also 

consider the impact of reputational risk. On boarding 

third-party partners requires careful curation as these 

partners shape co-developed offerings in partnership with 

the platform. A platform business should set up adequate 

governance mechanisms to communicate the division of 

rights and responsibilities between the platform and its 

partners. Terms of services as well as dispute resolution 

mechanisms should accurately reflect this division of 

responsibility to avoid scenarios where the platform 

business takes on undue risk for partner participation. 

The platform firm should ensure that 
its infrastructure and governance 
avoid attack points and single points 
of failure. Improvements in artificial 
intelligence and machine learning 
also help analyze security threats 
and better identify malevolent  
access patterns.

For all the doom and gloom surrounding technology and 

reputational risks associated with a platform strategy, the 

risk of not participating in ecosystems at all is much higher. 

Connected digital ecosystems are the new competitive 

landscape. Firms need to ensure their playbook adequately 

covers reputational and technological risk considerations as 

they participate in this new competitive landscape.
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REGULATORY  
FACTORS 

Regulation is one of the key forces that shapes the market 
and competitive environment in which a firm may execute 
its platform strategy. Execution of any platform strategy 
involves: 

1

2

3

Accounting for regulatory headwinds that may constrain 
business model assumptions;

Actively piggybacking regulatory tailwinds;  and 

Actively shaping the regulatory environment to align the 
platform’s roadmap with evolving regulation.
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Regulatory changes may pose headwinds to 
platform business models. How do we address 
such headwinds?

Firms today execute platform strategy in an ever-

changing regulatory environment. On one hand, centuries-

old regulation written for industrial-era competition 

is increasingly being rewritten. On the other hand, 

many platform firms have operated in a regulatory 

Wild West over the course of the first two decades of 

the twentieth century. As regulators catch up, these 

firms have to revisit their business model assumptions 

to retain their competitive advantage in the face of  

regulatory headwinds.

Consider, for example, the increasing regulation around 

data privacy. Between 2005 and 2015, most platforms 

harvested and exploited user data, operating in a regulatory 

lacuna. As privacy regulations like the GDPR (General Data 

Protection Regulation) in the European Union gain greater 

ground, companies whose business models relied heavily on 

unrestricted access to user data need to revisit and reshape 

their business models.

In general, the GDPR places a growing compliance burden 

on firms which capture and leverage user data. These 

businesses, in turn, need to restructure their machine learning 

and AI efforts to ensure their platform efforts comply with  

changing regulation.

Since the rise of the GDPR, firms have structured different 

approaches to comply with new regulation while retaining 

their ability to leverage user data for competitive advantage.

To comply with the GDPR, some firms use federated 

ADDRESSING REGULATORY HEADWINDS

learning. With federated learning, personal data doesn’t 

leave the system of residency/storage. Instead, an AI model 

trains locally on each individual system with local data. This 

trained model is then merged with the master AI model on a 

different system. This ensures GDPR compliance since data 

doesn’t leave the system of storage. This does come with 

certain limitations as the locally trained AI model is limited in 

its ability to inform the master model, compared with using 

the entire data input to train the master model.

Some platform firms also use transfer learning, which 

utilizes an existing learning model and retrains itself using 

that model towards a new use case. With a well-trained 

library of models, firms can reduce their dependence on new 

data capture, when expanding to new use cases.

To further reduce dependency on capture of usage data, 

some platform firms leverage Generative Adversarial 

Networks (GAN) to generate input data with the help of 

output data. Two neural networks are used in parallel to 

train the model – the first acts as a generator that predicts 

the output and the second acts as a discriminator that 

determines the difference between real output data and 

generated output data. GANs can be very powerful when 

used in combination with federated and transfer learning.

Finally, to ensure privacy compliance, firms are also 

investing in making their AI auditable, through explainable 

AI. AI audits solve the issue around AI transparency.

As these examples above demonstrate, platform firms need 

to invest heavily in complying with a changing regulatory 

landscape, to ensure that they can compete effectively while 

accounting for regulatory headwinds.
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Regulatory tailwinds may make a target market 
particularly ripe for platform transformation. 
How does our platform design leverage such 
regulatory tailwinds?

As much as regulatory headwinds slow down platform 

execution, they can help accelerate platform adoption.

Consider the financial services industry where regulatory 

forces are pushing the industry towards increasing 

openness, platform-based organization and distribution 

of value. As an example, the European Union’s payment 

services directive (PSD2) creates the legal framework for 

enabling an EU-wide single market for payments. This poses 

a regulatory requirement on European banks and other 

payment services providers to open up third-party access to 

customer account data. It also allows third parties to initiate 

payments on the customer’s behalf. As these regulatory 

tailwinds force greater openness and dissolve banks’ control 

over customer data, they enable third parties to innovate on 

customer data by provisioning new services. In Africa, the 

LEVERAGING REGULATORY TAILWINDS

The fintech boom through the late 
2010s and the early 2020s has 
piggybacked regulatory tailwinds, 
pushing the industry towards 
greater openness. As firms 
consider a platform strategy, they 
should actively evaluate regulatory 
advantages that favor their chosen 
business model.

National Bank of Rwanda (BNR) has modeled its approach 

on the EU’s PSD2, including the provisioning of a regulatory 

“sandbox” for testing financial innovation in a controlled 

setting.  
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Platforms often operate in market conditions 
which are not fully regulated. In such scenarios, 
platforms have an opportunity to build industry 
standards and influence future regulation in 
their favor.

In addition to responding to regulation, platform firms 

can proactively shape the regulatory environment to their 

benefit. Standards development is a common approach 

which platform firms use to proactively shape the industry 

and regulatory environment. Standards are specifications 

that determine the compatibility of different technological 

components and increase the ability of firms to coordinate 

their activities, leading to greater coordination across the 

industry value chain. Greater usage of the standard leads 

to superior inter-firm coordination, driving further adoption 

of the standard. This eventually leads to “winner-take-all” 

outcomes where a single standard may dominate. 

Platform firms often engage in open standards development 

when entering a new industry. Open standards development 

may help change the competitive dynamics in an industry 

by commoditizing incumbent advantages. In the healthcare 

industry, incumbents – particularly EHR (electronic health 

record) vendors – resist interoperability to maintain a 

stranglehold over patient data and operate a closed partner 

ecosystem around it.

Platform firms entering the industry are working together 

to promote open standards, to break this data stranglehold 

and shape regulation towards greater data interoperability. 

In the USA, the adoption of FHIRs (Fast Healthcare 

SHAPING REGULATION BY DEVELOPING INDUSTRY 
STANDARDS

Standards are specifications that 
determine the compatibility of 
different technological components 
and increase the ability of firms to 
coordinate their activities, leading 
to greater coordination across the 
industry value chain.

Interoperability Resources) creates standards for data 

exchange, allowing developers to build APIs to access 

datasets across different systems. This drives greater data 

sharing and interoperability, driving the rise of platform-

based models. Google and Amazon have joined efforts to 

support FHIRs through Project Blue Button, which aims to 

make it easier for patients to view and download their health 

records. They are also implementing the standard in their 

cloud infrastructure and consumer-facing applications. 

Google’s Cloud Healthcare API provides a solution for 

storing and accessing healthcare data in FHIR format, while 

Apple has implemented FHIRs in its consumer-facing Health 

Records. 

As these firms invest in driving open standards adoption, they 

play an active role in shaping future regulation, commoditize 

traditional incumbent advantage, and proactively align 

their future competitive advantage with the evolving  

regulatory landscape.
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FINANCIAL /  
BUSINESS CASE 

Managing any change initiative requires senior leadership 
support of the business case and organizational momentum 
towards execution. Gaining such support for platform 
businesses can be particularly difficult owing to longer 
investment horizons, confusion around choosing pre-revenue 
metrics, and the risk appetite and biases of senior leadership. 
Gaining senior leadership alignment is particularly important to 
the success of platform businesses and is the final set of issues 
we explore with this white paper.
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How do we gain senior leadership support and 
galvanize the organization behind the change 
initiative towards transforming to a platform 
business?

Gaining senior leadership buy-in to a platform initiative is 

one of the key factors that determines success or failure of 

the initiative. Senior leadership buy-in determines not just 

the prioritization of the initiative and the funding awarded to 

it, but also the extent to which other stakeholders across the 

organization liaise towards the success of the initiative.

First, framing the platform initiative within the overall goals of 

the business and in service to furtherance of overall business 

strategy is essential to gaining senior leadership support. As 

the pace of technological change accelerates, senior leaders 

are bombarded with potentially revolutionary ideas and 

also aware of the many shiny objects that have failed after 

excessive investment. As the cost of capital increases, senior 

leaders tasked with allocating capital need to understand 

the return on investment (ROI) and the initiative’s impact on  

the topline.

As executives increasingly think about stakeholder 

capitalism, highlighting larger stakeholder benefits beyond 

business benefits may also play an important role, particularly 

for platform initiatives that create surplus value across the 

ecosystem. Conversely, threat framing – highlighting the 

threat of non-action – may spur some leaders into action but 

may also backfire if not done correctly. Finally, grounding 

or anchoring the change initiative in a familiar success 

story that has gained organization-wide buy-in in the past 

also helps gain senior leadership. At Nike, for instance, the 

success of the initial Nike+ projects laid the groundwork for 

a lot of subsequent organizational buy-in.

Another key to unlocking senior leadership backing is de-

risking the business case by deploying initial pilots. Platform 

initiatives require investments across a longer horizon. 

Senior leaders often prefer tranched funding models 

where subsequent funding is dependent on the successful 

completion of the prior stage.

Getting senior leadership buy-in is not a one-time effort. 

Clearly articulating metrics, defining pilots, and gaining 

GAINING SENIOR LEADERSHIP SUPPORT

leadership buy-in to the approach and goals is key. As 

multiple innovation teams compete internally, the ones that 

lower the perception of risk by regularly meeting metrics 

they set out to achieve are the ones that consistently secure 

buy-in.

A successful pilot can also galvanize the rest of the 

organization around the idea. It builds the initiative’s 

credentials with the rest of the business, demonstrates a low 

tolerance for risk and a high focus on outcomes, and creates 

a learning cycle which informs subsequent rollouts.

Lack of senior leadership education could be another reason 

for resistance to supporting the platform initiative. Senior 

leaders who have built a career of 30-50 years executing in the 

traditional landscape of vertically integrated firms competing 

within industry boundaries find it difficult to wrap their heads 

around platform strategy. Without proper education, and 

with jargon and opinions thrown around, these leaders may 

treat the platform initiative as a shiny toy rather than the 

business model that the firm needs to migrate to in order to  

effectively compete.

Senior leaders also need to be educated on how strategic 

decision-making for platforms is different. For example, 

unlike traditional products, platform businesses require 

strategic monetization and subsidization choices. Often, 

charging users for core services may actually kill a platform’s 

network effects. Senior leaders need to clearly understand 

the trade-offs involved in such strategic choices, particularly 

where such choices involve subsidization in the short term 

to promote lock-in in the long term or involve subsidization 

of one side to drive monetization with another player in the 

ecosystem. Without clearly understanding considerations 

and trade-offs involved, they may be averse to funding 

platform initiatives that involve strategic subsidization.

Finally, the most important factor that drives senior 

executive buy-in is psychological. Every executive thinks 

differently about ROI and risk. When presented with 

a platform innovation project, what excites one may 

alienate another. The individual executive’s risk tolerance 

determines the biases that inform their decision-making. 

Executives who are more risk-averse and looking to deliver 
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safe, sustained execution may be guided more by loss 

aversion. Those that think in bets and evaluate innovation 

along the lines of early stage venture funding may be more 

driven by the upside potential and expected outcome across 

a portfolio of bets. More generally, positioning an initiative 

How do we drive alignment on the investment 
horizon for the platform?

Most platform businesses require significant upfront 

investment to mobilize the ecosystem. This investment 

often comes with a longer time horizon as the business 

validates initial use cases, executes to get to critical mass, 

scales through network effects, and captures value. While 

some platforms capture value right from the start, others 

may require significant ecosystem mobilization before 

revenue models can be scaled out.

Accordingly, platform execution requires senior leadership 

alignment on the investment horizon. One of the most 

common barriers to gaining executive support is a 

misalignment on the investment horizon. 

Through the late 2010s and the early 2020s, easy access 

to capital drove platform valuations higher even as the 

timeline to positive cash flows kept extending. Venture 

capital investors working across a portfolio of bets can 

work with longer horizons. However, long-term investment 

horizons may not suit senior leadership investment appetite 

at incumbent firms, particularly for leaders who are looking 

to deliver short-term shareholder value.

Scenario planning supported with testing and 

experimentation to validate key hypotheses can play an 

ALIGNMENT ON INVESTMENT HORIZON

important role in gaining senior executive alignment with 

the investment horizon. To align senior leadership on 

the investment horizon, managers at the platform firm 

must clearly articulate the platform adoption, scaling, and 

monetization roadmap, calling out their key hypotheses at 

each stage, and branching out various investment and cash-

flow scenarios based on how these hypotheses play out.

With a roadmap clearly articulated, hypotheses laid out, 

and scenarios established, the platform firm should set up 

an experimentation approach to launch pilots and better 

inform the scenarios. Laying out various future scenarios 

and outcomes can help senior leaders get a better sense of 

possible outcomes, and risks associated with each. With data 

captured from pilots, the probability of each outcome can 

be further informed and strengthened. Additionally, a base 

case outcome and associated ROI can be developed to allay 

senior leadership concerns. With these tools, senior leaders 

may make more informed decisions to align themselves with 

scenarios that meet their investment appetite and horizon, 

and which are appropriately de-risked at the point of  

decision-making.

Eventually, aligning on an investment horizon is less about 

aligning on a static timeline and more about informing a 

clearly articulated roadmap and future outcome scenarios 

through testing and experimentation.

to a senior leader requires tailoring the pitch not just to 

address their biases but also to be sensitive to their goals, 

values, and understanding of the topic. Understanding the 

unique mindset guiding key executives’ decision-making is 

key to crafting the right proposal to gain their buy-in.

39



How do we measure success with platform 
initiatives?

Finally, platform firms often struggle to set up the right 

metrics internally. Revenue and profitability metrics that 

directly contribute to shareholder value are easily understood  

and communicated.

However, when a platform business is just getting started, it 

can be difficult to measure value creation by revenue alone. 

Beyond revenue metrics, platform businesses need metrics 

to measure ecosystem value, and how such value translates 

to future revenues and enterprise value. Hence, platform 

execution needs careful choice of non-revenue metrics which 

demonstrate value creation in the ecosystem. But choosing 

the wrong non-revenue metric can derail execution.

Poor choice of metrics may result in funding the wrong 

ventures internally, which succeed in moving chosen metrics 

but fail to create real value.

Poor choice of metrics may also encourage perverse 

incentives internally. GE Digital – General Electric’s platform 

organization – was established as a separate business unit, 

ALIGNING METRICS TO PLATFORM VALUE CREATION

with a profit and loss and quarterly revenue commitments. 

Therefore, General Electric prioritized and on boarded 

partners based on their ability to drive short-term revenue 

rather than long-term growth for its platform ecosystem, 

even though it set out to create an ecosystem. In order to 

encourage value creation by partners, a platform strategy 

often requires subsidizing partners as well as prioritizing 

partners based on their contribution to the platform’s value 

creation. Despite having a platform strategy, the P&L focus 

motivated the unit to build unconnected short-term projects 

rather than a platform. Similar to a consulting firm, GE 

Digital often sold digital transformation services to generate 

short-term revenue. The distraction ultimately proved to be 

counterproductive to starting a platform business. 

Finally, choosing metrics of convenience may completely 

prevent true value creation. On online forums, GE employees 

discuss how the company was focused on integrating 

applications and developing partnerships, but not solving 

specific customer problems. Large organizations often get 

distracted through poor choice of metrics. Metrics such 

as third-party partnerships and integrations are easier to 

move, but these metrics aren’t necessarily representative of  

value creation.
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Head of Product Management in Transactional Products and Services. Currently, Kent heads 
up the platform domain in the group’s Client Solutions team.

He holds a Master of Commerce degree in information systems as well as a Master of 
Business Administration (MBA) from the University of the Witwatersrand. Kent has, in 
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of Oxford’s Saïd Business School.

With broad practical experience in platform business models across the African continent 
and having co-authored two thought leadership papers with Sangeet Choudary (author of 
the Platform Revolution), Kent is regarded as a subject matter expert in this space. He is an 
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various geographies. 

In summary, Kent is well versed in leading business units, managing large business-
improvement projects, product management, channel management, driving strategy, 
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CONCLUSION

In the platform economy, incumbent firms that 

run product-based business models will need to 

understand the shift in industry economics and 

craft responses accordingly. These firms will need 

to employ a combination of offensive and defensive 

strategies to take up new positions on the value stack, 

while defending existing ones. Sometimes, firms may 

proactively commoditize their existing position before 

other platforms come in and do so.

We note four common types of strategies pursued 

by firms in the platform economy. First, the firm 

may transform to a platform business model itself. 

Not all incumbents will do this successfully but the 

few that do will unlock new growth which would 

have been impossible with their traditional business 

model. Second, some firms may engage in collective 

action in partnership with other incumbent firms. 

 As the platform economy matures, incumbents increasingly realize the 

inevitability of participating either as an orchestrator or as a participant. 

As we note in our second white paper on the platform economy: 

Third, firms may develop new capabilities which may then 

be licensed as-a-service across ecosystems. And finally, 

firms may continue to scale as product providers. Most 

firms will need to employ a combination of these strategies 

to effectively compete.  

Platform businesses are difficult to launch, scale, and 

monetize, even more so for incumbents that need to address 

organizational challenges in addition to these business model 

challenges. But as network effects, data advantages, and 

economies of scale set in, they also provide unique levers of 

sustainable competitive advantage. De-risked appropriately, 

investing for platform leadership could deliver outsized 

returns for incumbents. With the considerations laid out in 

this playbook, incumbent firms may better strategize and 

plan their transformation to successfully execute towards  

platform leadership.
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