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Introduction

Digital platforms play a dominant role in the global
economy (Gawer, 2020; Parker and Van Alstyne,
2018). This is evident in the high valuations for plat-
form-based corporations and start-up “unicorns”.
Well-known examples include Airbnb, Amazon, Alib-
aba, or Uber, and more broadly those companies that
“use digital technologies and connectivity to exploit
and control digitized resources that reside beyond the
scope of the firm, creating value by facilitating con-
nections across multiple sides, subject to cross-side
network effects” (Gawer, 2020, p. 1). These digital
platforms have not only acquired economic domi-
nance, they are also attracting increasing academic
attention. In a recent literature review, Rietveld and
Schilling (2020) have taken stock of the existing
scholarly work and outlined four prevalent themes
in digital platform research, one of which focuses on
the platform sponsor and its dominant role in busi-
ness ecosystems. The platform sponsor, sometimes
also referred to as platform provider, hub or keystone
firm, is the individual, organization, or consortium
that owns, controls and promotes the platform.

This short conceptual paper builds on this theme.
We collected findings on platform sponsors from
different strands of literature, such as information
systems(e.q. Parker and Van Alstyne, 2018), manage-
ment studies (e.g. Helfat and Raubitschek, 2018) and
economics (e.g. Zhu, 2019). However, two shortcom-
ings were identified in the literature that cut across
disciplines. First, we agree with other authors in
criticizing the current literature for treating com-
petitive outcomes as static, although platforms are
fundamentally dynamic in nature (Mcintyre et al.,
2020a; de Reuver et al., 2018; Gawer, 2020). In other
words, we are dealing with one of the fastest evolv-
ing phenomenon in management history (Trabuc-
chi et al., 2019), yet the vast majority of literature is
studying it statically. Second, we bemoan the overly
narrow focus on discrete attributes of platform com-
petition and align with scholars who urge to build a
more holistic, unified perspective on digital plat-
form strategies (de Reuver et al., 2018; Rietveld and
Schilling, 2020). Suitably, Gawer (2020) encourages
scholars to develop more complete and dynamic
models of digital platform behavior.
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To address these gaps, this paper builds on the uni-
fied model connecting a firm's strategy, business
model and tactical activities (tactics) proposed by
Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010). Tactics, in
this context, are a set of choices available to a firm
based on its business model that determine how
much value the firm creates and captures (Casades-
us-Masanell and Ricart, 2010). The strategic decision
to develop and implement a digital platform business
model thus determines the tactical scope of the plat-
form sponsor. We introduce the term digital platform
tactics, which is defined as implementation activi-
ties available to digital platform sponsors. Despite its
importance, the strategic management and business
model literature mostly neglects these implementa-
tion activities when it comes to digital platforms (for
notable exceptions see Trabucchi, 2020; Karhu et al.,
2020 or Van Andel, 2019). Therefore, the next section
introduces a novel framework for platform sponsors
that assists in subdividing the scope of possible ac-
tivities of digital platform sponsors in a temporal and
contextual manner, which is further used as an inter-
pretive lens to identify and map platform tactics in
the existing platform literature.

Approach

This paper adopts a pragmatic interpretation of the
strategy concept. Strategy is then about the funda-
mental decisions a company has to make in order
to position itself in a competitive market. Tactics,
on the other hand, refer to these decisions and de-
scribe the concrete actions to implement them
(Mackay and Zundel, 2017). In line with our pragmatic
view, Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) offer an
integrated model to describe the interplay between
a company's strategic choices, business models,
and tactical activities. Here, strategy refers to “the
choice of business model through which the firm will
compete” (p. 196). The chosen business model then
spans the boundaries for tactical activities as a mo-
dality for strategy implementation.

In order to address the aforementioned call for a
more dynamic classification and holistic under-
standing of platforms, this paper focuses on how
firms tactically implement strategic decisions to
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build and operate platform business models. How-
ever, this article argues that tactical activities - as
proposed by Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010)
- require further differentiation because the model
describes them as unidimensional sequences of
competitive choices without a temporal or contex-
tual classification. This falls short, as platform busi-
ness model boundaries tend to change over time and
in scope (Gawer, 2020). Their model therefore does
not allow for the development of a granular under-
standing of tactical implementation activities given
the time and context dimension.

To address this, a framework is introduced for un-
dertaking a temporal and contextual classification
of tactical activities tailored to digital platform busi-
ness models. The model builds on Teece (2017), by in-
troducing the lifecycle phases birth, expansion, lead-
ership, and renewal. According to Teece (2017), in the
birth phase, a value proposition is devised to capture
value from an innovation. During expansion, the busi-
ness is scaled and refined while closing out rivals.
Leadership entails keeping customers and partners
engaged while maintaining a controlling position
within the ecosystem. Finally, in the renewal stage,
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the platform sponsor brings in new ideas into the
ecosystem in order to initiate new value generation.

For the purposes of contextual classification, the
model distinguishes between tactical activities in
the realms of platform attributes, the core product,
governance mechanisms, and the surrounding eco-
system (Helfat and Raubitschek, 2018). Platform at-
tributes refers to the technical architecture, includ-
ing a stable core and a modular periphery (McIntyre
etal., 2020b). The core product describes a manifes-
tation of the platform’s value proposition in a prod-
uct or service (Sorri et al., 2019). Governance, in our
model, refers to the setting and enforcing of rules or
collective action on the platform (Rietveld and Schil-
ling, 2020), and, lastly, ecosystem relates to autono-
mous actors linked to the platform with a shared in-
terest in value creation and distribution (Jacobides
et al., 2018).

The resulting framework is a four-by-four matrix(see
Figure 1). Besides adding the two new dimensions to
the tactical activities concept, we break down and
arrange platform firms’ strategic implementation
activitiesby means of the new framework. In particu-

Ecosystem:

Actors linked to platform
with shared interest in value
creation and distribution

Governance:

Setting and enforcing rules or
collective action on the
platform

Core product:
Manifestation of the
platform’s value proposition
in a product or service

Platform attributes:
Technical architecture
including a stable core and
modular periphery

Birth: Expansion:
A value proposition is
devised to capture value

from an innovation out rivals

Scale and refine the
business while closing

Renewal:

Bring new ideas into the
ecosystem to initiate new
value generation

Leadership:

Keep stakeholders
engaged and maintain
controlling position in

ecosystem

Figure 1: Digital Platform Tactics Framework
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lar, we revisit existing literature on digital platforms,
extract platform tactics as interpretative synthesis
from case study descriptions (Rauch et al., 2014;
Gawer, 2020) and allocate them in our framework
(see Figure 2). To enhance the reliability of our find-
ings, two authors initially mapped the tactics in the
framework, which then was discussed and refined
with the third author. Webster and Watson's (2002)
approach guided the selection of relevant articles by
suggesting starting at a leading journal in the field
and extending the analytic scope “backward” and
“forward”. Concretely, the literature search started
with the recent special issue in the Strategic Man-
agement Journal (Kretschmer et al., forthcoming)on
“Platform Ecosystems as Meta-Organizations” and
continued until a level of saturation - i. e. repetition
of tactics - was reached.

Key insights

This short paper introduces the concept of digital
platform tactics and a novel framework that can as-
sist in subdividing the scope of possible activities
of digital platform sponsors in a temporal and con-

textual manner. Figure 2 provides an overview of
over 20 first-order tactics as well as three indicative
insights (I, Il, and Ill, in Figure 2), which will be dis-
cussed below. Importantly, a first-order tactic can
accommodate multiple second-order tactics. To
give one example, the first-order tactic assure quali-
ty complements encompasses several second-order
tactics including institute stratified platform access
policy, implement screening/certifying system, and
provide first-party content, amongst others. A com-
prehensive overview of all identified second-order
tactics(over 100)is out of scope for this short paper.

First, the model reveals an interesting activity clus-
ter in the ecosystem context at the leadership stage
(I, in Figure 2). Here, a trend was noticed whereby
platform sponsors’'focus shiftsfroma platform's core
product and the technological infrastructure during
early maturity phases, toward tactics to implement
protective positioning on an ecosystem level. For
example, platform sponsors seek to actively shape
regulations and institutions (first-order tactic). To do
so, they rely on a set of second-order tactics. Some,
for instance, expand the team of lobbyists, as illus-

E. = Select and convince key = Actively seek institutional

g:- collaboration partners = Engage stakeholders change = Execute on new opportunities
§ = Overcome “Chicken-and-Egg” = Build a defense

o = Tighten rules

E =  Monitor user behavior = Engage stakeholders = Ensure sufficient value . )

£ i ) ) R = Preserve core identity

[ = Design for fairness =  Assure quality complements distribution

é = Build a defense

= Create compelling User
Experience

Start the “learning cycle” e
N through acquisitions

= Owercome “Chicken-and-Egg

Core product

=  Signal superiori
=  Design for fairness & P 24

= Access proprietary knowledge
= Expand scope organically and

= Build a defense = Exploratory search

Platform
attributes

= Execute on new opportunities
. = Expand scope .
= Define the core g Laa FRE—_— = Build a defense = Consider backward
einforce technical gro compatibility
Birth Expansion Leadership Renewal

Figure 2: First-Order Digital Platform Tactics and Critical Insights
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trated by big tech-firms - such as Google, Amazon or
Apple - who have considerably increased their lob-
bying budgets in Brussels by 510% since 2014'. Oth-
ersinvestininfrastructure deficits, as exemplified by
Google's ambitious project Loon, which aims to con-
nect the unconnected in the developing world. Simi-
larly, the free distribution of laptops to schools also
carried out by Google to promote the use of digital
services in education across the board is a suitable
example. Another second-order tactic in this regard
relates to actively shaping the socio-cultural context.
Uber, for example, sent out emails to customers in
Chicago proclaiming “Keep Chicago Uber!” to put
pressure on law-makers after experiencing regula-
tory pressure. This interplay of digital platform lead-
ership and institutional and regulatory aspects has
been identified as a highly relevant area of research
(Rietveld and Schilling, 2020; Kretschmer et al.,
forthcoming).

A second insight emerged around some first-order
tactics spanning several (or all) contextual dimen-
sions but appearing to be dominant in only one
temporal dimension. The opposite, i.e. several
temporal phases and one contextual phase, has not
been found. One example for a ‘multi-dimensional”
first-order tactic is building a defense, which pre-
vails across all contextual dimensions in the lead-
ership stage (I, in Figure 2). Existing research on
digital platforms emphasizes a platform sponsor’s
general drive to maintain a controlling position by
building entry barriers against rivals and newcom-
ers (Gawer, 2020; Teece, 2017). However, through
the proposed framework, practitioners and schol-
ars can develop a more granular understanding of
the tactical activities of platform sponsors across
various contextual dimensions.

Fromaplatformattribute perspective, platform spon-
sors build a defense by selectively closing platform
boundaries to weaken rivals(MclIntyre et al., 2020b). A
prominent example concerns Facebook, which disal-
lowed Vine's access to its APl after Vine was acquired
by Facebooks rival Twitter (Gawer, 2020). Facebook's
tactic to weaken Vine paid off as Twitter abandoned

' According to an analysis conducted by Transparency International
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Vine in 2016. Another second-order tactic is to invest
heavily in technological R&D to drive out rivals (Gaw-
er & Cusuamo, 2008). This tactic refers to what has
been labelled “tipping” and encompasses the devel-
opment of unique, compelling features that are hard
to imitate. A good example can be found in the early
days of the web browser market, where Microsoft
Internet Explorer replaced the first browser devel-
oped by Netscape as the dominant market player.
Besides being in an advantageous position of having
astrong market presence with its Windows software,
Microsoft also had much greater resources to con-
tinue investing in browser R&D - thereby winning the
standard war against rivals and effectively building a
defense (Gawer and Cusuamo, 2008).

Regarding the core product, platform sponsors con-
sider vertical integration to build a defense. Content
consumption devices, suchas Amazon'sFire TV, Fire
Stick, Kindle or Alexa drive users to the platform, en-
hance generativity, but also create strong lock-in ef-
fects(Aversaetal., 2020). Another tactic that relates
to building a defense in the core product dimension
is the facilitation of learning investments and co-spe-
cialization(Rietveld and Schilling, 2020). An example
of a platform sponsor applying this tactic is Alibaba,
which regularly invites complementors to join so-
called "“Dream Trips and Orange Success Camps”.
The goal of these initiatives is for complementors
to learn and master the use of the Alibaba platform,
which inturn createsincentives to remainacomple-
mentor in the future.

From a governance perspective, a closely related
tactic is then to prevent the transferability of the ac-
quired knowledge to another platform. A common
practice for platformsis to allow both sides to devel-
op areputation and trustworthiness through arecip-
rocal rating mechanism (MclIntyre et al., 2020b). In
the case of Uber, for instance, both drivers and pas-
sengers are able to rate the service and experience.
But Uber prevents the transferability of the drivers'
and passengers’ overall ratings to its competitor
Lyft. Any complementor or user that changes the
platform will then have to start building a new repu-
tation on the competing platform. Another second-
order tactic to build a defense in the governance di-
mension relates to rules that requlate interaction on
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the platform. In other words, what are members of the
different sides allowed to do? Platform sponsors can
allow users access to multiple online services, which
is reported to have a similar effect to an all-you-can-
eat dining experience (Aversa et al., 2020). Prominent
examples include Google or Amazon, which allow us-
ers access to various online services, creating strong
lock-in effects.

Finally, in the ecosystem dimension, as part of their
defense, platform sponsors continuously search for
complementors that can threaten their central posi-
tion in the ecosystem. Google’s Android operating
system, for instance, spurred explosive global adop-
tion, yet it also enabled other firms, including direct
competitors, to build proprietary platforms ‘on top’
of it (Pon et al., 2014). To guard against this, Google
actively scans the ecosystem to seek out potential
threats. Similarly, platform sponsors need to screen
the industry for copy cats’ - entrepreneurial teams
that try to imitate the platform and gain some of its
market share (MclIntyre et al., 2020b; Cennamo, 2019).
The Berlin-based internet company Rocket Internet,
for example, is notorious for its approach of imitating
successful platform business models.

Interestingly, the first (I) and second (ll) insights are
highly related and show how the challenges of creat-
ing a successful digital platform also prevail after the
critical expansion phase. To dominate in their respec-
tive industry, digital platform sponsors need to prove
themselves able to build a proper defense across all
contextual dimensions, while managing institutional
and reqgulatory aspects that - after the expansion -
become even more relevant.

A third insight relates to the relative paucity of digital
platform tactics during the renewal phase, across all
contextual dimensions (lll, in Figure 2). Any advantage
a platform sponsor may have during the leadership
phase may disappear overnight should a competitor
devise a superior business model (Morris, 2013). A set
of tactics for self-renewal can thus be key and firms
should therefore seek them well in advance. How-
ever, most existing work focuses on big, successful
digital platform cases, such as Airbnb, Uber, Google,
Facebook, or Apple, which tend to seamlessly renew
their platform (Teece, 2017). Research on successful
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renewal of less-known digital platforms in niche mar-
kets', which have to go through more radical shifts due
to technological advancements or market changes, is
limited although highly relevant as it is during this crit-
ical evolution where many platforms fail (Gawer, 2020).

Discussion and Conclusion

In this short paper, we follow Cuc (2019) and others
who encourage strategic management scholars to
devote more attention to platform business models.
Understanding the dynamics of platform competition
is a strategic imperative for managers(Mcintyre et al.,
2020b). Yet, a gap exists in the literature concerning
holistic and dynamic models of digital platform be-
havior. Our work contributes to this gap in three ways.
First, this paper expands the concept proposed by
Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) by adding plat-
form business models as a potential strategic choice
and introducing and defining digital platform tac-
tics. Second, this paper extends the unidimensional
view of tactical activities as proposed in the original
model by presenting a novel framework encompass-
ing a temporal and contextual dimension (see Figure
1). Third, the resulting four-by-four matrix was used
to review the current digital platform literature and to
identify and map over 20 first-order, leading to three
indicative insights (see Figure 2).

This work has further theoretical implications for the
wider digital platform strategy literature. Through
the analysis and mapping of implicitly derived tac-
tics from existing publications, the proposed frame-
work helps scholars to cluster the contributions of
different platform literature streams and to identify
sparsely studied domains, as in the case of the re-
newal phase. In this way, it can help us to develop a
holistic understanding of the complex platform phe-
nomenon and to examine existing findings for gener-
alizability (Taeuscher and Rothe, 2020).

Understood as a part of the broader management
research, our work holds theoretical implications
for the literature on dynamic capabilities (Teece,
2017). Authors have repeatedly criticized the un-
der-specification of the dynamic capabilities con-
struct, leading to frustration amongst scholars and
practitioners (Schilke et al., 2018). We argue that
our framework can contribute to a more nuanced



Journal of Business Models(2021), Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 67-76

understanding of dynamic capabilities for digital
platform business models. Capabilities are gener-
ally defined as the capacity to undertake activities
(Helfat and Raubitschek, 2018) and our framework
provides an overview of dozens of specific activi-
ties that digital platform sponsors undertake. The
missing link is the question of which dynamic ca-
pabilities are needed to perform and implement
these activities. This area provides fertile grounds
for further research.

Formanagers and practitioners, the platform tactics
model offers guidance into the range of activities
necessary to implement and competitively operate
digital platform business models. By subdividing the
scope of possible activities in a temporal and con-
textual manner, the framework provides practition-
ers with a guide to classifying their own company
or to planning future business activities. The illus-
trative examples of the platform tactics mentioned
further serve practitioners as inspiration for action
and possible food-for-thought for the development
of alternative approaches to overcome for example
the defensive tactics of dominant platforms in a giv-
en segment.

Our work does not come without limitations. We
discuss digital platforms as general phenomena.
It has been noted, however, that platforms can
be distinguished into different types, for exam-
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ple transaction or innovation-oriented platforms
(Gawer, 2020). Similarly, scholars emphasize that not
all platform markets are the same - there isadistinc-
tion between "winner takes all” and “distinctiveness”
markets (Cennamo, 2019). Further research could
add these factors to our framework of digital plat-
form tactics. Finally, from a strategic point of view,
de Reuver et al. (2018) argue that a decomposition
of “necessary” and “nice-to-have” conditions could
enhance our understanding of digital platform com-
petition. Applying this logic to digital platform tac-
tics in our framework would allow us to distinguish
between critical and less-critical tactics for platform
operators. Here, more empirical work is needed to
test the context and conditions under which a tactic
becomes more or less critical.

In conclusion, this paper provides a theoretical
framework that classifies the tactical activities used
to implement strategic decisions, with a focus on
platform business models. The temporal classifica-
tionisintended to meet the need for a more dynamic
description of digital platforms, while the contextual
classification supports a more holistic understand-
ing of them. We believe that this short paper marks
the beginning of a relevant and insightful endeavor,
which hopefully inspires other scholars and prac-
titioners to contribute to the debate around digital
platform tactics.
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