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Introduction

Fatima Zahra Amrani , Youssef Benali1* 1

Platform-based competition has fundamentally altered the nature of rivalry in digital markets, shifting emphasis from
firm-level resources to network effects, multi-sided participation, and ecosystem orchestration. This integrative review
synthesizes theoretical perspectives on digital marketplaces, network effects, and ecosystem strategy, drawing on 35
peer-reviewed sources published between 2003 and 2026. It examines how platform market structures differ from
traditional competition, the mechanisms through which network effects generate scaling advantages and competitive
lock-in, and the strategic role of governance in balancing openness with control. The analysis highlights complementor
dynamics, value creation versus capture tensions, and the evolving interplay between platform leaders, users, and
complementors. By classifying and comparing core theoretical streams, the review identifies persistent strategic
tensions—openness versus control, scale versus governance complexity, and innovation versus appropriation—and
traces the maturation of the field from early two-sided market models to contemporary ecosystem perspectives. To
advance coherence, the review introduces the platform competition layered synthesis (PCLS) model, a novel
integrative architecture that organizes the literature into six interconnected layers. The model reveals feedback
mechanisms through which market outcomes continuously reshape platform design and competitive positioning.
Implications for digital business strategy and future research directions are discussed.

1

The emergence of digital platforms has redefined competitive dynamics across industries, transforming how firms create
and capture value in networked markets [1-3]. Unlike traditional linear supply chains, platforms operate as multi-sided
marketplaces that facilitate interactions between distinct user groups, leveraging network effects to drive rapid scaling and
market dominance [4-13]. Early theoretical foundations, such as those established in two-sided market economics,
demonstrated that pricing and participation strategies on one side directly influence demand on the other, creating unique
competitive logics absent in conventional industries [1, 12].

As digital marketplaces expanded, research shifted toward understanding how network effects not only accelerate growth
but also shape competitive advantage through direct and indirect mechanisms [2, 8]. Platforms such as those studied in
e-commerce and mobile ecosystems illustrate how firms can achieve winner-take-most outcomes by orchestrating
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complementors and users simultaneously [6, 14-20]. This evolution has elevated ecosystem strategy as a central
concern, where platform leaders must design architectures that encourage participation while retaining control over key
value-creating activities [5, 10, 16].

Platform-based competition introduces distinct strategic challenges. Value creation increasingly depends on external
complementors, yet value capture requires careful governance to prevent free-riding or ecosystem fragmentation [11, 21-
26]. Tensions between openness (to stimulate innovation and scale) and control (to protect strategic positioning) have
become recurring themes, as evidenced by empirical and theoretical examinations of platform boundaries and
architectural leverage [15, 27]. Moreover, competitive positioning now hinges on dynamic capabilities in ecosystem
orchestration rather than internal resource accumulation alone [7, 21].

The literature on platform-based competition has grown rapidly since the early 2000s, moving from economic models of
pricing and market entry to interdisciplinary insights drawn from strategic management, information systems, and
innovation studies [7-9]. Despite this proliferation, the field remains fragmented across disciplinary silos, with limited
integrative efforts that systematically link digital marketplaces, network effects, and ecosystem strategy. Existing reviews
often focus narrowly on specific aspects—such as antitrust implications or innovation platforms—leaving a gap in holistic
synthesis [7, 18].

This review addresses that gap by providing a comprehensive integrative synthesis of theoretical perspectives on
platform-based competition. It focuses on how competition changes in platform market structures, the role of network
effects in competitive advantage, strategic positioning in digital marketplaces, and the orchestration of ecosystems.
Particular attention is paid to complementor participation, governance mechanisms, and the strategic tensions that arise
between openness, control, scale, and value appropriation. By organizing the literature thematically and proposing an
original synthesis architecture, the review offers scholars and practitioners a structured lens for understanding the rise of
platform-based rivalry and its implications for digital business strategy. The following sections detail the review method,
present a thematic synthesis of the literature, and introduce the PCLS model as an integrative framework.

Table 1 compares the principal theoretical perspectives on platform-based competition and clarifies how each explains
market structure, scaling, governance, and ecosystem orchestration.

Table 1. Comparative theoretical perspectives on platform-based competition

Theoretical
perspective

Core analytical
focus

Primary unit of
analysis

The main
mechanism of

advantage

View of
competition

Key strategic
implication
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interdependence,

pricing, and
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Competition as
market design

under
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demand
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incentives to
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Explains
marketp
entry ba

and
particip
asymm

Network effects
theory

Direct and
indirect

externalities
driving value

growth

User base,
installed base,
participation

network

Self-reinforcing
growth, lock-in,
market tipping

Competition as
a race for
scale and
interaction
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quality, not just

user volume
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Review Method and Corpus Delimitation

Platform
architecture
perspective

Structural design
of access,

interfaces, and
role boundaries

Platform
architecture
and modular

system

Rule-setting,
interface design,
and architectural
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Competition as
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between
alternative
interaction
systems

Design
participation
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shape

ecosystem
behavior

before scale
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materializes
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Ecosystem
strategy

perspective

Orchestration of
complementors
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and users

Coordination,
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ecosystem
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Competition as
ecosystem-
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ecosystem

rivalry

Treat
complementors

as strategic
partners and

manage
ecosystem

health actively

Expla
complem
dynamic

ecosys
particip

Governance
perspective

Balancing
openness,

control, and
appropriation

Governance
mechanisms,

rules, and
boundary
conditions

Selective
openness, quality

control, and
appropriation
safeguards

Competition as
governance
optimization

under
innovation and
leakage risks

Adjust control
mechanisms
dynamically

across lifecycle
stages
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Dynamic
capability/platform
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perspective
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over time under
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Platform
trajectory and

adaptive
decisions
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flexibility, iterative

redesign, and
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Competition as
path-
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feedback

loops
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reconfigure

rules,
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ecosystem
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markets
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Expla
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lifecy
change

strate
repositio

This integrative review follows a systematic yet interpretive approach to identify, evaluate, and synthesize theoretical
perspectives on platform-based competition. The search strategy targeted peer-reviewed publications addressing the
core themes specified in the review scope: platform-based competition in digital markets, digital marketplaces and multi-
sided platforms, network effects and competitive advantage, ecosystem strategy in platform environments, platform
governance and market coordination, value creation and capture in digital platforms, complementor dynamics and
ecosystem participation, platform leadership and orchestration, and strategic tensions between openness, control, and
scale.

Searches were conducted across major academic databases, including Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar,
using combinations of keywords such as “platform competition,” “digital marketplaces,” “network effects,” “ecosystem
strategy,” “multi-sided platforms,” “platform governance,” and “complementor dynamics.” Results were restricted to
publications appearing in high-impact journals aligned with digital business and management studies, including the
Strategic Management Journal, Journal of Business Research, MIS Quarterly, Information and Management,
Organization Science, Long Range Planning, Journal of Strategic Information Systems, Technovation, Technological
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Forecasting and Social Change, Academy of Management Review, and Academy of Management Journal. The temporal
scope covered 2003 to 2026 to capture the field’s foundational contributions through its most recent developments.
Preprints were included only if subsequently published in peer-reviewed outlets.

Inclusion criteria required articles to be peer-reviewed, to engage directly with at least two of the core themes, and to offer
theoretical or conceptual insights rather than purely empirical or descriptive accounts. Exclusion criteria eliminated
studies focused exclusively on non-digital contexts, single-sided markets, or purely technical implementation issues
without strategic implications. Screening proceeded in stages: initial title and abstract review, followed by full-text
assessment of relevance and theoretical contribution.

Figure 1 reports the PRISMA-guided review flow used to identify, screen, assess, and retain the 35 publications included
in the final corpus.

 

Figure 1. The PRISMA-guided review flow was used to identify, screen, assess, and retain the 35 publications included in
the final corpus.

From a broader pool of relevant works, the final corpus was deliberately delimited to exactly 35 publications that
collectively represent the most influential and directly aligned theoretical perspectives. These references form the
complete evidentiary base for all subsequent synthesis and are cited throughout using the Vancouver numeric style. No
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Literature Synthesis and Thematic Integration

additional sources outside this approved corpus were incorporated. This focused corpus enables deep integrative
analysis while maintaining methodological transparency and thematic coherence.

Digital marketplaces and competitive structure
Platform-based competition diverges fundamentally from traditional firm rivalry because value creation is not embedded in
a standalone product but emerges from interactions among interdependent user groups [1, 4, 9]. This shift from product-
centric to interaction-centric logic requires firms to reconceptualize competitive advantage as a function of participation,
coordination, and ecosystem density rather than production efficiency alone. Early economic models formalized this
distinction by introducing cross-side network externalities, demonstrating that platforms must strategically subsidize one
side of the market to catalyze participation on the other and achieve critical mass [1, 13].

Building on this foundation, subsequent strategy research reframed competitive structure as an outcome of platform
architecture. Architectural decisions—such as which sides to include, how access is granted, and how interactions are
governed—define the boundaries of the market itself and shape competitive asymmetries among platforms [4, 19]. In this
view, competition is not merely between firms but between alternative configurations of interaction systems. Empirical
studies further extend this perspective by showing that late entrants are not necessarily disadvantaged if they can
reconfigure participation incentives, leverage indirect network effects, or strategically recruit high-value complementors to
reshape user expectations and engagement patterns [6, 20]. This body of work collectively highlights that competitive
structure in digital marketplaces is endogenous, continuously shaped by platform design choices and strategic
interventions.

Network effects and scaling advantage
Network effects represent the central mechanism through which platforms generate and sustain competitive advantage,
functioning as self-reinforcing feedback loops that link user growth to value creation [2, 8, 25]. The literature distinguishes
between same-side (direct) network effects—where value increases with the number of similar users—and cross-side
(indirect) effects, where participation on one side enhances value for another [2, 13]. It is the interaction between these
two forms that enables rapid scaling, often leading to winner-takes-most dynamics or market tipping under certain
conditions.

However, more recent research complicates this deterministic view by introducing boundary conditions that weaken or
moderate network effects. Multihoming behavior, where users or complementors participate in multiple platforms
simultaneously, reduces exclusivity and dampens the strength of network-driven lock-in [9, 25]. In response, platforms
deploy strategies such as exclusivity agreements, differentiated service quality, or enhanced user experience to reinforce
user commitment and rebuild switching costs. Longitudinal studies further reveal that network effects are not static; their
role evolves over the platform lifecycle. In early stages, growth is driven primarily by user acquisition and the activation of
cross-side effects. In contrast, in later stages, competitive advantage depends more on retention, engagement intensity,
and the depth of ecosystem interactions [8, 31]. This temporal dimension underscores that scaling advantage is not solely
about size, but about sustaining the quality and structure of network interactions over time.

Ecosystem strategy and complementor dynamics
The ecosystem perspective extends the analysis of platform competition by emphasizing the role of external actors—
developers, suppliers, and service providers—in co-creating value [5, 10, 21]. Platforms operate as orchestrators of these
ecosystems, designing participation architectures that align complementor incentives with overall system performance
while maintaining control over critical resources [15, 26]. This orchestration function introduces a new dimension of
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strategy, where competitive advantage depends on the ability to attract, coordinate, and retain a diverse set of
contributors.

Research on complementor dynamics highlights that success within a platform is not determined solely by the intrinsic
quality of offerings but also by relative positioning within the ecosystem’s structure [26, 28-30]. Factors such as visibility,
access to users, and integration with core platform functionalities influence performance outcomes, often creating
hierarchical or modular patterns of advantage. Comparative studies further demonstrate that ecosystem strategies vary
significantly across contexts. Industrial platforms, for instance, tend to prioritize stability, standardization, and long-term
coordination mechanisms, whereas consumer-oriented platforms emphasize scalability, openness, and rapid innovation
cycles [30-33]. These differences suggest that ecosystem strategy is contingent on industry characteristics, technological
complexity, and the nature of value co-creation.

Governance, control, and participation tensions
Governance emerges as a central tension in platform strategy, reflecting the need to balance openness and control in
managing ecosystem participation [11, 16, 27]. Open governance structures can accelerate innovation and attract a
broader base of complementors, enhancing ecosystem diversity and growth. However, increased openness may also
reduce the platform’s ability to capture value and maintain strategic differentiation [11, 27]. Conversely, tighter control can
protect core assets and ensure quality. Still, it may discourage participation and limit the scope of innovation, thereby
creating opportunities for competing platforms to attract disaffected users or complementors [16, 18].

Importantly, governance is not a binary choice but a dynamic continuum that evolves in response to competitive
pressures and technological change. Research on platform boundaries and architectural leverage shows that firms
continuously adjust their governance mechanisms—such as access rules, pricing structures, and data policies—to
optimize the trade-off between innovation and control [10, 27]. These challenges are further intensified in multi-platform
environments, where overlapping ecosystems create complex interdependencies and strategic interactions across
platforms [15, 24]. In such contexts, governance decisions must account not only for internal ecosystem dynamics but
also for external competitive positioning.

Platform evolution and competitive positioning
Platform competition is inherently dynamic, with evolutionary trajectories shaped by the interaction between initial design
choices and ongoing market feedback [7, 29, 34, 35]. Early-stage competition is typically characterized by aggressive
user acquisition strategies and efforts to activate network effects, often involving significant subsidization and
experimentation [7, 20]. As platforms mature, the focus shifts toward ecosystem consolidation, value appropriation, and
the management of increasingly complex stakeholder relationships.

Strategic positioning in later stages depends on the platform’s ability to reconfigure its ecosystem, adapt governance
structures, and respond to emerging competitive threats [29, 34]. This may involve expanding into adjacent markets,
integrating vertically, or redefining the roles of complementors within the ecosystem. Recent research emphasizes the
importance of architectural flexibility, arguing that platforms capable of adapting their core structures are better positioned
to navigate uncertainty and sustain long-term advantage [28, 35]. Anticipating the evolution of network effects and
ecosystem dynamics becomes a critical capability, enabling platform leaders to shape market trajectories rather than
merely react to them proactively.

Taken together, these thematic domains reflect a clear progression in the literature—from static, equilibrium-based
economic models toward dynamic, strategy-oriented frameworks that capture the complexity of ecosystem-level
competition. This integrated perspective highlights that platform success is not determined by a single factor but by the
alignment of architecture, network effects, governance, and ecosystem strategy over time.
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Integrative architecture for platform competition research: The PCLS model
To synthesize the fragmented literature into a coherent architecture, this review introduces the PCLS model. The PCLS
Model organizes existing theoretical perspectives into six interconnected layers that capture the multi-faceted nature of
platform-based competition: (1) marketplace structure layer, (2) network effects layer, (3) governance and orchestration
layer, (4) ecosystem participation layer, (5) competitive positioning and value capture layer, and (6) adaptation and
platform evolution layer.

The marketplace structure layer addresses the foundational logic of multi-sided interactions and competitive entry barriers
[1, 4, 9]. The network effects layer examines scaling dynamics and the conditions under which effects generate
sustainable advantage or market tipping [2, 8, 13, 25]. The governance and orchestration layer focuses on mechanisms
for balancing openness and control [11, 16, 27]. The ecosystem participation layer analyzes complementor dynamics and
coordination incentives [5, 10, 26, 30]. The competitive positioning and value capture layer integrates insights on value
creation, appropriation, and strategic interdependence [20, 21, 33]. Finally, the adaptation and platform evolution layer
captures feedback processes through which market outcomes reshape platform architectures over time [7, 29, 35].

The PCLS Model posits that these layers are not sequential but mutually reinforcing, with bidirectional influences and
feedback loops. Platform design choices in the governance layer, for example, directly affect participation in the
ecosystem layer, which in turn amplifies network effects and ultimately determines value capture and evolutionary
trajectories. Competitive outcomes feed back into earlier layers, prompting architectural reconfiguration. This layered
structure enables systematic comparison of theoretical perspectives while highlighting strategic tensions across domains.

Table 2 consolidates the central strategic tensions in platform-based competition and shows how they manifest across
the layers of the PCLS model.

 Table 2. Strategic tensions in platform competition are mapped across the PCLS layers

Strategic
tension

PCLS layers are
primarily
involved

What creates the
tension

Strategic risk is
overemphasized on

one side

Strategic
opportunity if

balanced
effectively

Indicative
research

implication

Openness vs.
control

Governance and
orchestration;

Ecosystem
participation;
Competitive
positioning

Platforms need
broad participation
for innovation, but
control for quality
and appropriation

Excess openness
causes value leakage

and fragmentation;
excess control deters

participation and
innovation

Selective
openness sustains

innovation while
protecting core
strategic assets

Future work can
examine

contingent
governance

designs across
platform types

Scale vs.
governance
complexity

Network effects;
Governance and

orchestration;
Adaptation and

evolution

Growth increases
coordination

burdens, policy
complexity, and

ecosystem
heterogeneity

Unmanaged scale
erodes quality, raises
conflict, and weakens
strategic coherence

Governance
redesign can

convert growth into
a durable

advantage rather
than disorder

Longitudinal
work should test

when scaling
shifts from asset

to liability

Innovation vs.
appropriation

Ecosystem
participation;
Competitive
positioning;

Complementors
create new value,

but platform leaders
seek to capture

returns

Over-appropriation
discourages

complementors;
under-appropriation

Balanced value-
sharing

strengthens
complementor

Research should
explore

appropriation
regimes across
consumer and
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Governance and
orchestration

weakens platform
sustainability

commitment and
long-run innovation

industrial
ecosystems

Multihoming
vs. lock-in

Network effects;
Competitive
positioning

Users and
complementors
may participate
across multiple

platforms,
weakening
exclusivity

Weak lock-in reduces
defensibility;

excessive lock-in may
trigger dissatisfaction
or regulatory scrutiny

Differentiated
quality and

ecosystem depth
can sustain an

advantage without
coercive

dependence

Comparative
studies can

examine non-
price

mechanisms of
platform

stickiness

Stability vs.
adaptability

Marketplace
structure;

Adaptation and
evolution

Platforms require
reliable rules, yet
must respond to
competitive and

technological
shocks

Excess stability leads
to rigidity; excess

adaptation creates
uncertainty and

coordination fatigue

Adaptive stability
enables credible
governance with
room for strategic

reconfiguration

Research can
test how
platforms
sequence

structural change
across lifecycle

stages

Value
creation vs.

value capture

Ecosystem
participation;
Competitive
positioning;

Governance and
orchestration

Shared ecosystem
value does not
automatically
translate into
platform rents

Over-focus on
creation delays

monetization; over-
focus on capture

weakens ecosystem
vitality

Well-timed
monetization

preserves
participation while

strengthening
platform position

Future theory
should better

integrate
ecosystem
health with

platform profit
logic

Figure 2 presents the PCLS model as a directional six-layer architecture linking marketplace structure, network effects,
governance, ecosystem participation, competitive positioning, and platform evolution.
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Analytical Synthesis and Forward Pathways in Platform
Competition Research

 

Figure 2. The PCLS model. A concentric circular diagram with the platform leader positioned at the center, surrounded by
six concentric layers corresponding to the PCLS dimensions (marketplace structure at the innermost layer, progressing

outward to adaptation and platform evolution at the outermost). Three user groups—end users, complementors, and rival
platforms—are depicted as interconnected nodes on the periphery with bidirectional arrows indicating multi-sided
interactions. Solid arrows flow clockwise from “platform design and governance” through “participation and scaling

(Network Effects)” to “value creation/capture” and finally to “competitive outcomes.” Dashed feedback loops return from
outcomes to each preceding layer, illustrating dynamic reconfiguration. Small icons within each layer represent key

constructs (e.g., cross-side externalities in the network effects layer, incentive alignment in the governance layer). The
overall visual emphasizes cyclical reinforcement and strategic interdependence among digital marketplaces, network

effects, and ecosystem strategy.

The PCLS model provides an integrative scaffold that advances beyond isolated thematic reviews by revealing systemic
relationships across the literature [7, 15, 16]. Future applications of the model can guide both theoretical refinement and
managerial decision-making in platform environments.

Enriching theoretical lenses on digital market dynamics
The PCLS model advances theoretical understanding by integrating previously siloed perspectives into a unified multi-
layered architecture [7, 8, 16]. Early economic contributions established the foundational mechanics of two-sided markets
and cross-side externalities [1, 13], yet these models offered limited insight into strategic evolution over time. Strategy-
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oriented research subsequently introduced ecosystem orchestration and architectural leverage, emphasizing how
platform leaders shape participation beyond pricing alone [5, 10, 21]. The PCLS Model bridges these streams by
demonstrating that marketplace structure (layer 1) and network effects (layer 2) are dynamically conditioned by
governance choices (layer 3) and ecosystem participation (layer 4), which together determine competitive positioning
(layer 5) and long-term adaptation (layer 6) [27, 30, 35].

This layered synthesis reveals that theoretical fragmentation in the literature stems from differential emphasis: economic
models prioritize static equilibrium and market tipping [1, 12, 25], while innovation and information systems perspectives
highlight path-dependent evolution and feedback loops [15, 29, 33]. By making these interdependencies explicit, the
PCLS Model contributes a meta-theoretical scaffold that explains why identical network-effect mechanisms can produce
divergent competitive outcomes depending on governance and complementor alignment [9, 11, 26]. It also clarifies
persistent tensions—such as openness versus control—as inherent to all six layers rather than isolated design decisions
[16, 27, 34]. Overall, the model refines platform theory from a collection of partial explanations into a coherent, systemic
view of rivalry in digital environments.

Strategic orientations for platform orchestrators
Platform leaders can derive actionable guidance from the synthesized literature on several fronts. First, early-stage
marketplace design must explicitly account for cross-side dependencies when selecting which user groups to subsidize or
prioritize [1, 4, 13]. Second, scaling advantage accrues not merely from growing user numbers but from deliberate
orchestration of complementor incentives and relative standing within the ecosystem [20, 26, 30]. Managers should
therefore invest in modular architectures that lower entry barriers for complementors while retaining control over critical
value-capture points [11, 27].

Third, governance mechanisms must evolve iteratively: excessive openness risks value leakage, whereas rigid control
can suppress innovation and invite multihoming by rivals [16, 18, 25]. The PCLS Model underscores the need for
continuous monitoring of feedback loops, whereby competitive outcomes trigger architectural reconfiguration [7, 29, 35].
In practice, this translates to regular stress-testing of platform boundaries and proactive adjustment of participation rules
as network effects mature [8, 31]. Finally, ecosystem strategy should treat complementors as strategic partners rather
than interchangeable suppliers, aligning their performance metrics with overall platform health to sustain long-term
competitive positioning [5, 10, 21, 33]. These orientations equip executives to navigate the distinctive competitive logic of
digital marketplaces more effectively.

Scope and boundaries of the integrative framework
Several delimitations shape the present synthesis. The corpus was intentionally restricted to 35 peer-reviewed theoretical
and conceptual contributions published between 2003 and 2026, drawn exclusively from high-impact management and
information systems journals [7]. While this focus ensures depth and thematic coherence, it excludes purely empirical
large-scale datasets, practitioner-oriented reports, and non-English language scholarship. Consequently, the review
privileges conceptual development over statistical generalization or contextual variation across geographies and
industries.

The PCLS Model itself is an integrative device rather than an empirically validated causal framework; its layered
architecture organizes existing perspectives but does not test new hypotheses. Temporal coverage, although broad,
cannot capture very recent (post-2026) developments, and the emphasis on platform leaders’ perspectives may under-
represent the agency of complementors or end-users [15, 26]. These boundaries, while necessary for focused synthesis,
imply that the conclusions are best viewed as a theoretically grounded starting point rather than an exhaustive account of
platform-based competition.

Horizons for advancing ecosystem scholarship
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Conclusion
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