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Scholars have focused on platform strategies for a long time, moving from a product
perspective to an industry-wide one. In particular, the decision to open the platform to
external complementors has been studied through the perspective of platform leadership.
The digital age is now moving from a closed approach versus an open approach. Is being
a platform leader still imperative or is participating in a network of existing platforms still
a suitable strategy as well? What kind of collaborations within an ecosystem leads to
better performances? Leveraging social network analysis is performed within the network
formed by mobile apps in the Health and Fitness category; this research shows how the
decision of being (or not) a platform provider has an impact on the performances, but the
position within the network mediates this impact. Based on the results obtained, research

and managerial implications can be established.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, the role of platforms in our economy has consistently changed.
Initially, ‘platform' was used in the product development field to describe projects that
created a common base for a new family of products for a single firm (Meyer and
Lehnerd, 1997). Opening the platform to external players was key and the logical next
step (Chesbrough, 2003). Gawer and Cusumano define these external platforms as
‘products, services, or technologies developed by one or more firms, and which serve as
foundations upon which a larger number of firms can build further complementary
innovations and potentially generate network effects' (Gawer and Cusumano, 2014, p.
420).

The decision to open the platform, to give a chance to external players to foster
innovation through it, has been a key strategic step in the path to success for several
companies. Microsoft is one of the most brilliant examples, externalizing the idea
generation, design and implementation of the majority of applications that made
Windows the first operating system in the world (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002). Being
the platform leader was considered to be the holy grail for success, and researchers
focused on how to pursue this strategy (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002). We often witnessed
winner-takes-all dynamics (Schilling, 2002), where a few platforms shared huge markets
(e.g., Motorola and Intel for processors; Windows, Unix, and MacOS for operating
systems). Nowadays, we still have similar dynamics (iOS and Android), but digital
technologies are rapidly changing the scenario. The boundaries between platform
providers (PPs) and complementors are fading away, along with the clear distinction
between competition and cooperation. Companies can easily share information and

knowledge with an increasing number of players, advancing the boundaries of what can



be done outside the firm's borders (Whelan et al., 2010). Several platforms compete and
cooperate to create products that lead to complementary innovations and network effects,
going beyond the technology platform itself. Think about different social networks: they
propose alternative ecosystems and struggle to attract users, but they allow and even
encourage cross-publishing of contents.

This radical contextual shift forces us to question if the platform leadership
strategy is still valuable today (Evans and Schmalansee, 2016). Going beyond the
company boundaries is not an option anymore, it is a must (Chesbrough, 2003). Is being
a platform leader still an imperative or is participating in a network of existing platforms
still a suitable strategy as well? What kind of collaborations within an ecosystem leads to
better performances?

This research aims to better understand the impact of strategic alternatives in a
platform-based environment, digging in the decision to become a PP or to join an existing
platform, a decision that several players in the digital world need to face.

The paper is built around a social network analysis (SNA) of the kinds of
relationships existing between different app providers in the health and fitness industry.
Different roles are considered, since each app developer may be or not a PP. The results
contribute to the literature on platform strategies, statistically showing the impact of the
platform strategy to the performances (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002; lansiti and Levien,
2004). It shows that the position in the network (Position in the Network) that results from
the links between different providers and multiple complementors have an impact on
performances, showing the relevance of this position among the different antecedents of
market performances in a platform-based environment (Perrons, 2009; den Hartigh et al.,

2016).



Theoretical Background

Industry platforms involve three main types of players: consumers, developers and the
PP (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). Focusing on the business side, there are three main
categories (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002): platform leaders (companies that drive
industry-wide innovation for an evolving system of separately developed pieces of
technology), wannabes (PPs that want to be platform leaders but they do not drive the
industries) and complementors (companies that make ancillary products that expand the
platform's market), which can be reduced to just two categories from a strategic
perspective: PPs and complementors. Gawer and Cusumano (2002) define the platform
leader as a PP who attracts the highest number of complementors and users to its platform,
leveraging network effects. lansiti and Levien (2004) used different words to define the
PP, describing them as ‘keystone firms' who provide a stable and predictable set of shared
assets that other organizations use to build their offerings, enlarging the perspectives of
these firms in broader ecosystems.

Due to the relevance of network effects in this kind of markets, a winner-takes-all
dynamic is likely to occur (Schilling, 2002; Srinivasan et al., 2004). This expected output
leads to harsh competition among different PPs (Boudreau, 2012), creating several
wannabes aiming to become the platform leader and to control the market (leading to
better performances).

Gawer and Cusumano (2002) also identified four levers that wannabes could
leverage to become platform leaders: the scope, product technology, relationships with
external complementors and wannabes and internal organizations. The third lever is
relevant to our study: the PP can decide which kind of strategy to implement in
relationships with other players (Boudreau, 2012).

The co-existence of multiple platforms in the same industry is becoming more

common, challenging the traditional winner-takes-all structure of platform markets



(Eisenmann et al., 2011). Cusumano (2010) explains that as long as there is space for
companies to differentiate their platform offerings, and consumers can use more than one
platform, then it is unlikely for one dominant platform to emerge. Multiple platforms can
coexist because of: asymmetric or local network effects (Shankar and Bayus, 2003); low
costs of adopting multiple platforms (Evans and Schmalansee, 2016); or differentiated
consumer preferences (Armstrong and Wright, 2007).

Chesbrough (2003) proposed to remove companies' barriers to foster innovation
leveraging external stimuli. Similarly, recent literature builds on the concept of Market
for Ideas aiming to bridge — relying on a platform structure — people having innovative
ideas and companies searching for them (Dushnitsky and Klueter, 2011; Garavelli et al.,
2013; Natalicchio et al., 2014). This is showing how the concept of platform moved
gradually from a close to an open perspective. This is aligned with the mindset of an
industry platform. According to Gawer (2014), ‘as platform interfaces become more
open, more agents will be attracted into the platform ecosystem, and the platform leader
will be able to access a larger set of potentially complementary innovative capabilities'.
A platform's market, though, is not isolated from others, and sometimes PPs of
‘neighboring' markets extend the scope of the offering to include the functionality central
to the offering of a neighboring platform (Cennamo, 2014). Eisenmann and colleagues
(2011) defined the concept of platform envelopment as the action performed by a PP that
decides to enter into another PP's market by bundling its functionality with one of the
targets, to leverage on shared users and common components. Envelopment happens
when a platform incumbent in a market identifies complementarities between its platform
and the platform in a neighboring market, the former PP integrates the latter platform’s

functionality into its platform, providing value that is a combination of the two.



When PPs and complementors must navigate a complex strategic landscape where
both competition and collaboration occur among the same players (Gawer and
Cusumano, 2014), a coopetition strategy takes place (Hunt, 1997, Bengtsson and Kock,
2000). This strategy implies that cooperation and competition merge to form a new kind
of strategic interdependence between firms, giving rise to a ‘coopetitive system of value
creation'.

This evolution of platform markets leads to a clear question: which kind of
platform strategy should a firm implement? Is it better to be a PP (opening the boundaries
and allowing all complementors to connect) or joining existing platforms being a
complementor (connecting to different platforms)? In terms of performances, which is
better? The literature on platforms suggests that being a PP can lead to platform leadership
and thus better performances (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002). Nevertheless, this may not
be the only valuable strategy in a world of coopeting and interoperating digital platforms

where a fantastic amount of data and value can be created and exchanged.

Hypotheses Development

In this study, we investigate the Platform strategy as the antecedents or drivers of
the performances of the company. Companies aiming to compete in the platform-based
environment face a significant strategic decision: being a PP or being a complementor,
contributing in the development of one (or more) platform(s) created and managed by
another player in the system (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002).

There are many companies that, deciding to provide a platform open to other
complementors to offer a particular kind of service, proved to be more successful than
companies that worked on their own or joined platforms provided by someone else.
Recent examples may be Airbnb with its multi-million homes for rent in comparison

with the thousands of properties of the much older Starwood, or their market evaluations



(almost 30 billion dollars the first, roughly 12 the ladder), similar cases may be presented
for Uber VS Hertz or Alibaba VS Walmart (Libert et al., 2016).

Scholars seem to suggest that being a PP is positively linked with performances.
Theories regarding the role of the provider in platform leadership (Gawer and Cusumano,
2002) underpins this direct positive relationship. The advantages for firms the firms that
lead the platform creation process have been widely studied in the literature, talking for
example of keystone advantage (lansiti and Levien, 2004) or showing the benefit of
network orchestration (Libert et al., 2016). Setting the platform may lead to the chance to
manage innovation hubs (Nambisan and Sawhney, 2011).

Furthermore, research discusses also different success factors that PPs may rely
on to be even more successful, such as being particularly efficient in linking with the
complements or for their innovative abilities (Lee et al., 2010). Also, the kind of
relationship that the PP can create with its complementors is relevant to emerge as a
crucial PP (Perrons, 2009). Different ways to manage the governance of the platform, for
example, both through centralized or distributed networks, may lead to positive outcomes
(den Hartigh et al., 2016).

All these studies and the related streams seem to suggest a relationship between
the chance to provide a platform and the firm’s success, since being a PP leads to peculiar
benefits — in comparison with the firms that join the platform as a complementor. Fist,
the chance to aim for a winner-takes-all configuration (Schilling, 2002). Second, the
chance to rely on the network effects generated and therefore see a consistent growth
regarding the platform value (Katz and Shapiro, 1985). Nevertheless, PPs have also the
chance to control the relations existing between the parties and to leverage innovations
proposed by the complementors, capturing at least part of their value (Gawer and

Cusumano, 2014). Therefore, this study aims at probing the statistical relevance of this



relation, something that has prompted significant academic debates over the last decade.

Leveraging these theories, our first hypothesis (H1) is stated as follows:

H1: The choice of being a PP has a direct positive impact on performances.

Lately, Gawer (2014) has focused on the possible competition between a PP and
its complementors, which is a typical situation in platform-based ecosystems. Also in this
case different examples may be easily found in the empirical world. Google and Apple
are two PPs with their operating systems (Android and iOS) that are open to external
complementors. Nevertheless, Google works also as a complementor for the i10S platform
through services such as the search engine or Google Maps. This means that at the same
time they compete through the operating systems as platforms and may act as
complementor one for the other. Players' changing roles within platform ecosystems, and
associated changing patterns of competition and collaboration, are common features of
ecosystems (lansiti and Levien, 2004); these features are particularly important for digital
platforms, as the transition to increasingly digitalized and modularized design, together
with the availability of low-cost Internet-based communication, is creating a ‘paradigm
shift' with innovation not being restricted to producers anymore, but being influenced or
even driven by users, organized in distributed and collaborative innovation communities
(Baldwin and von Hippel, 2011).

The increasing relevance of platform-based economies and the dynamic relationship
among different actors in the field are rising the chance that the same company can act
both as PP and complementor on different platforms. This is leading to the creation of a
complex network of companies, where different platforms, created by different PPs, are

linked together through complementors (belonging to different platforms) and being



providers and complementors at the same time. In such an environment, a higher number
of connections will result in a higher opportunity to exchange (inbound and/or outbound)
data and value. The relevance of being a PP could change. It might be mediated by another
factor (positioning in the network), especially in the case of the co-existence of several
platforms. Being a provider means developing an infrastructure, taking the risk of the
entire project and having the responsibility to guide the platform to the critical mass.
Complementors, however, have the chance to select not only one platform but also to
apply a multi-homing strategy (Suarez, 2005) being on several platforms at the same time
with a relatively low investment. Finally, platforms can also act as complementors and
connect to other platforms: in this way, they gain both platform and complementor
benefits. At the same time, a complementor can be hyper-connected, even without
implementing a platform strategy. The hyper-connection may be beneficial as well. In
such an environment, the quality and the number of linkages (the positioning within the
network) may have a significant impact on performance. This research supports that the
Platform strategy has an impact on the Position in the network, and that a more central
position might improve the Performance. Adding both direct relations, this paper can
derive an indirect link between the Platform Strategy and the Performance with the
Position in the Network with a mediator role (e.g., Felipe et al., 2016). Based on this logic
an previous research, this study hypothesized that (Figure 1):

H2: The position in the network mediates the relationship between the platform

strategy and performance.

Position in the
. network S~ .

H2 (+) = \

e Platform Strategy->Position in the Network—>Performances ™~
— 8y S

Platform Performances
strategy HL

Figure 1-The model




Data and Methods

Sample and data collection

The empirical field of this study is the mobile applications industry, where implementing
platforms strategies is always more common, and it is getting growing attention from
management scholars (Trabucchi et al., 2017). Mobile apps are particularly interesting
because can gather a considerable amount and variety of data during the service delivery
(Trabucchi et al., 2018). These data are often used to implement platform strategies by
providing their API (Application Programming Interface) to external developers to enable
them to create their apps on it. Among the different categories of apps, we focus on the
Health and Fitness. This category of mobile apps has been previously studied dealing
with platform-based business models and the usage of data (Varshney, 2014; Buganza et
al., 2015;Trabucchi et al., 2017). Indeed, companies often use the data gathered by other
players to enhance their offering and to provide a broader experience integrating different
kinds of information into the system, acting in a provider-complementor relationship.

The process of data collection was completed over a period of six months, from
April to September 2015. The data gathering was manually done on secondary sources
following a two-step process. Firstly, information on connections between apps was
retrieved to build the network used to gather data on the position of apps. The network of
apps was built starting from RunKeeper (the first Health and Fitness app to provide open
an API, therefore becoming a PP) and adding the apps that were connected to RunKeeper,
and the ones that were connected to them, and so on until there were no further
connections available. In the second step, data on the performance of each app were
retrieved from the app store, AppAnnie and the app websites.

The initial sample is composed of apps from the iTunes Store, Google Play Store,

and Windows App Store. It contains apps that are both PPs (31 in total - meaning that



they provide their APIs) and apps that are complementors to the PPs (250 in total). These
applications represent the complete network. The analysis was then constrained to 169
apps, selecting only apps available on the Google Play Store since it allows us to know
the number of downloads (measure of performance). The final dataset is composed of 29

platforms and 140 complementors.

Method

The data analysis was done in a two-step process. Firstly, SNA was performed to study
the network and retrieve information on the position in the network through Pajek
software (Freeman, 1978; Wellman and Berkowitz, 1988; Doreian, 2001). The SNA is
gaining attention in the management literature (Arenas-Maarquez et al., 2014; Hu et al.,
2015) has been used in literature in relation to innovation performances, where it allowed
us to understand how different positions in a network affected the different levels of
innovation of actors involved in the network (Salman and Saives, 2005). In this research,
the SNA is used in relation to successful performances instead of innovation
performances to explore what affects the different levels of success of actors involved in

a network of multiple platforms (Figure 2).
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Figure 2—Visualization in Pajek of the network



Secondly, to test the theoretical model, we used structural equation modeling,
applying the partial least square (PLS) approach through SmartPLS v3.0 (Ringle et al.,
2005; Chin, 1998). PLS-SEM is suggested when the research objective is prediction and
theory development, as in our research (Hair et al., 2011). Moreover, it can manage small
samples and not normally distributed variables (Reinartz et al., 2009). Considering then
that PLS involves no assumptions about the population or scale of measurement, it also
works with nominal scaled variables, such as our construct of Platform strategy (Fornell
and Bookstein, 1982; Peng and Lai, 2012) and it allows for the unrestricted use of single
item constructs (Ringle et al., 2012; Petrescu, 2013). Finally, the sample of 169 apps is
larger than the minimum sample size requested by PLS algorithm and is ten times the
number of indicators used to measure a single construct or structural paths direct to a
latent construct in the structural model (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Subsequently,
nonparametric bootstrapping with 200 replications (no significant change to obtain the

standard errors) was applied to define statistical significance of path coefficients (Hair et

al., 2011).

Operationalization of construct

Constructs were operationalized by validated measurements, when available, or by
leveraging literature definitions.

Platform Strategy. Two different strategies can be adopted in a platform-based
environment: being a PP or being a complementor (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002; Basole
and Karla, 2011). In the selected empirical field, a PP is an app that has opened its API
to others to enable them to work on its platform and data. The other apps are considered

complementors.



Position in the Network. An individual’s network place or position in the overall
pattern of relations determines what information that person has access to or,
correspondingly, whom he or she is in a position to influence (Watts, 2003). Similarly,
app Position in the Network determines what data that app could use to create value.
Therefore, the notion of centrality captures the ‘importance’ of the network actors (Faust,
1997; Freeman, 1978). Two measures of centrality are suggested in the literature: degree
centrality (DC), which measures the number of connections a node has to other nodes,
and betweenness centrality (BC), which measures the shortest number of paths passing
through a given actor in a network (Freeman, 1978; Borgatti, 2005).

Performance. As suggested by Crowston et al. (2003), a simple measure of user
success is the number of downloads. Operationalization is done in literature (Petsas et al.,
2013; Lee and Raghu, 2014), arguing that instead of measuring the number of actual
users, it is sufficient to count the potential number of users of the software, which they
label popularity (DeLone and McLean, 1992; Subramaniam et al., 2005). In particular,
regarding the mobile apps field download is often considered as performance measure,
since other metrics (active users, number of users) depend on the specificity of the kind
of service (Chen et al., 2017). Google's Play Store gives an approximation, indicating the
range of downloads that the application has reached. As suggested in the literature, the
middle value of the range can be used as a proxy to assess the penetration of the product,
since it outlines an average number of people who have obtained the application (Corral
and Fronza, 2015).

Controls. Tests with perceived quality (app rating on Google's Play Store), word
of mouth (number of likes on Facebook) and price (app price in euros) as control variables
were performed. Both perceived quality and price are correlated to the perceived value of

the product, determining the purchaser's willingness to buy the product (Monroe, 1979).



Moreover, also word of mouth can have a potential impact on the performances of
innovative products and services (Richins and Root-Shaffer, 1988; Kim and Hanssens,

2017).

Results

Measurement model

To test the validity of construct measures, several analyses were performed, and the
measurement model meets all common requirements. Internal consistency reliability,
indicator reliability, and convergent validity were tested.

First, the reliability is confirmed by the indicator standards loading higher than 0.7. (Table
1). Secondly, each value of Composite reliability and Cronbach’s alfa were higher than
commonly agreed thresholds, showing high construct reliability (Table 2). Moreover, the
Average Variance Extracted (AVE=.960) is higher than 0.5, indicating a high convergent
validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Vinzi et al., 2010; Cepeda-Carrion et al. 2016).
Discriminant validity was assessed by observing if each construct shared more variance
with its items than other constructs in the model (Chin, 1998), but also with Fornell and
Larcker methods (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). As shown in Tables 1 and 3, measure loads
are higher on the construct of interest than on any other factors, and AVE is higher than
the constructs highest shared variance, thus supporting the validity of the model. Finally,
the discriminant validity is also tested with the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT). The
values of Table 4 show measurements below 0.85 which is the more conservative critical

HTMT value (Henseler et al., 2015).

Performance Word of Position in the Price Platform Perceived
Mouth network Strategy Quality
PS 339 247 479 -.081 1.000 -.073

Pe 1.000 216 407 -.065 .339 126




PQ 126 -.097 -.034 -.039 -.073
Pr -.065 -.011 -.053 1.000 -.081
WoM 216 1.000 .188 -.011 247
DC 431 218 985 -.065 .539
BC 357 .140 974 -.036 379

1.000
-.039
-.097
-.034
-.034

Table 1-Loading and cross Loading. The bolded values are items related with constructs of the column.

Composite

Reliability Cronbach's Alpha AVE
Performance 1,000 1,000 1,000
Word of Mouth 1,000 1,000 1,000
Position in the network 0,980 0,959 0,960
Price 1,000 1,000 1,000
Platform Strategy 1,000 1,000 1,000
Perceived Quality 1,000 1,000 1,000

Table 2-Composite Reliability, Cronbach alphas, and AVE.
Performance Word of  Position in the Price Platform Perceived
Mouth network Strategy Quality

Performance 1.000
Word of
Mouth 216 1.000
Position in the 407 188 922
network
Price -.065 -.011 -.053 1.000
Platform 339 247 479 ~.081 1.000
Strategy
Perceived 126 -.097 -.034 -.039 -.073 1.000
Quality

Table 3-Latent Variable Correlation. The bolded diagonal values are the square roots of the AVEs.

Performance Word of Position in the Price Platform Perceived
Mouth network Strategy Quality
Number of
downloads
Word of
Mouth 216
Position in
the 411 .186
network
Price .065 .011 .052




Platform

Sratoey 339 247 478 081
Perceived 126 097 035 039 073
Quality

Table 4-Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)

Structural model

Three PLS path models are presented (Table 5). First, the model with only the control
variables is tested (Model 0), then to verify the first hypothesis, the direct impact of
Strategy on Performance is analyzed (Model 1) and the mediation effect (HP2) is
examined afterward (Model 2). The t-values of the path coefficients are generated using
the 200-iteration bootstrapping technique. We verified the validity of the results by

performing bootstrapping using different resampling schemes (250, 500-iteration) (Ahuja

et al., 2003).
MODEL 0 MODEL 1 MODEL 2
Path
Perceived Quality—>Performance 146" .160" .160"
Word of Mouth—Performance .229™ 155 132
Price—Performance -.057" -.032" -.027"
Platform Strategy—Performance .310™ 169"
Position in the network—Performance .305"
Platform Strategy—Position in the network 479"
n.s.:not significant; *:P<0.050;**:P<0.010;***:P<0.001.
R2
Performance .071 .161 232
Position in the network .230

Table 5-Results on structural models.



In line with hypothesis H1, we found that the Platform Strategy positively affects
the Performance (Model 1: § =.310; t =2.28). Nevertheless, when the Position in the
Network is added to the model, the direct effect becomes not significant (Model 2). On
the contrary, Platform Strategy significantly enhances the Position in the Network (Model
2: 3 =.479; t=8.85) which positively affects the Performance (Model 2: B =.305; t =1.96),
showing a mediation effect. Therefore, Model 2 shows how the path a and b (Figure 1)
are significant, suggesting an indirect effect of Platform Strategy on Performances via the
Position in the Network as a mediator (Felipe et al., 2016). Hypothesis 2 is accepted.
Moreover, the analysis shows a full mediation effect of the Position in the Network, since
the direct effect between Platform Strategy and Performance is not significant in Model
2 (Baron and Kenny, 1986). As suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986), a Sobel Test was
performed, and mediation is confirmed (Sobel Test Statistic: 2.011; sign.:0.04) (Sobel,
1982). The bias-corrected confidence intervals for the mediation effect does not include
0 value (bias-corrected CI[5%]= .018 and bias-corrected CI[95%]=.291); consequently
the mediation effect is significative (Carrion et al., 2017).

The overall quality of the model is measured by looking at the R-squared value in the
final dependent construct (Peng and Lai, 2012). As Table 5 shows, moving from Model
0 to Model 2 R-squared increases, presenting a better explanatory value of the dependent

variables.

Discussion

We challenge the traditional relationship that associates the decision of being a PP to
greater performances on the market and, consequently, to the platform leadership position
(Gawer and Cusumano, 2002). We often do not find any more single or few platforms
that dominate the ecosystem. We often find different platforms coexisting and actors

playing the double role of PPs and complementors (Shankar and Bayus, 2003; Suarez,



2005). These dynamics, along with the increasing attention that is being paid to open
strategies in platform-based industries (Eisenmann et al., 2011), prompt us to conclude
that being connected might be even more important than being a PP.

Our results confirm the traditional relationship (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002) that
links the decision to be a PP and performance (H1), measured by the number of
downloads in the mobile application industry. Nevertheless, they prove the full mediating
role of the Position in the Network (H2). Depending on the positioning in the network,
both PPs and complementors can achieve optimal performance. Consider, for example,
RunKeeper and Endomondo - two of the most successful apps in the Health and Fitness
category - they apply two completely different strategies. RunKeeper is a PP: through
their public API, they created Health Graph, a platform to collect and share the data
coming from hundreds of other complementors. On the other hand, Endomondo leverages
an open strategy (being linked with several platforms and complementors), without
providing its APIL. In both cases, as shown in Figure 3, they are in a dense area of the
network and they have comparable performances (both of them have more than 10 million

downloads on Google's Play Store).
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Figure 3—RunKeeper and Endomondo in the network



Instead of searching for platform leadership, popular companies in our sample
rely on different strategies based on positioning. They leverage coopetition to achieve a
broader network of relationships and increase the visibility and the volume of usable data
(Hunt, 1996, Bengtsson and Kock, 2000). These data, though, are all similar, even if they
are retrieved from many more users (they are all running stats). It is interesting to observe
that popular companies in the sample also look for a higher variety of data by connecting
with PPs/complementors in adjacent activity fields by applying a typical platform
envelopment strategy (Eisenmann et al., 2011) (RunKeeper is linked with MyFitnessPal,
which is another PP focused on gathering information about diet).

The implementation of similar strategies over platform leadership is not surprising
at all in a digital innovation environment. Volume and variety are two of the five
characteristics of big data (BD) (McAfee and Brynjolfsson 2012) which are a major
source of value in such an environment. Even platforms need to connect to other
platforms to increase their potential value; connections (positioning) are turning out to be

more relevant than being a keystone in a small ecosystem.

Conclusions

This research offers a contribution to the literature on platform strategies, showing how
the decision to be a PP (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002) may not be enough anymore. The
open innovation paradigm (Cherbourg, 2003) - in highly competitive, digital and
platform-based environments - leads to the creation of complex networks of relationship
leveraging coopetition strategies (Hunt, 1996, Bengtsson and Kock, 2000) where the
positioning opens new challenges. Accessing BD is an opportunity and not a success
factor per se. Practitioners and academics are currently investigating how to create and

capture value from BD (Trabucchi et al., 2017, 2018; Carbonell et al., 2017) and our data



corroborates this issue. Being in the right position within the network is associated with
more popularity, but there is no statistical relationship between the number of downloads
and the quality perceived by users (control variable).

In other words, this research offers a contribution to the literature on platform
management in different ways. First, it offers a quantitative perspective on the link
between the decision to act as a PP — instead of as a complementor — and the
performances, which is widely suggested by the literature on platform leadership (Gawer
and Cusumano, 2002; Iansiti and Levien, 2004). Second, a number of antecedents to the
performances of firms in platform-based environment have been previously found, such
as network effect or the innovative abilities of the provider (Perrons, 2009; den Hartigh
et al., 2016), our research extends this list showing the role of the Position in the Network
which is guided by the decision to be a PP. Finally, since our model presents a full
mediation, this research contributes to theory showing that it is possible to reach the
performances of a PP working only on the position and not necessarily providing the
platform, providing a counterintuitive result if compared to previous literature on
platform leadership (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002).

From a managerial perspective, this research contributes to practitioners dealing with
platform strategies, and in particular with the decision to become PP or join an existing
platform as complementor. Our result suggests them to consider also the kind of links
they have in the network, and not only the decision itself. It is important to highlight that
even if the Position in the Network can help companies to reach a high number of users,
it does not imply that they are going to like and use their apps. To build a sustainable
strategy, it is not enough to aim to be in a specific position within the network, which

could be considered a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for success.



Regarding limitations, our dataset relies on observations collected at one point in time, a
longitudinal approach may be suitable for further research. It focuses only on the Health
and Fitness, reducing the generalizability of the results. Future research may replicate the
study in other fields. This research focuses on the position that each app has in the overall
network, may be interesting to understand the antecedents of the position, considering
different strategies implemented by the firm or characteristics of the organization that has
an impact on the Position in the Network. Finally, performances are operationalized
through the number of downloads, and it would be interesting to consider other measures

of success.
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