
 
  

Building Growth Through Platform Strategy 

Idea In Short

Executives running traditional, linear businesses face a clear choice: rebuild around platform
economics or watch upstarts capture the growth they are chasing. Most of the five largest
companies in the world by market value, and most of the fastest-growing startups behind
them, run platform models that create value by connecting participants rather than owning
every asset in the chain. The immediate move for any leadership team is to map which value
exchanges its business could enable between existing customers, suppliers and even
competitors, then test a scaled-down version before committing real capital. Companies that
wait for a platform challenger to enter their category typically discover the shift only after
share has already moved. This article explains how platform economics differ from pipeline
economics, the five archetypes platforms take in practice, and how an established company
can make the transition without abandoning what already works.

The fourth industrial revolution has a defining feature, and it is not a single technology but a
business model. 1 Apple, Microsoft, Amazon and Alphabet, Google's parent company, sit
among the most valuable public companies in the world, and alongside them stand the
fastest-growing startups of the past decade, Airbnb, Uber, Flipkart and Spotify. Nearly all of
them share the same underlying architecture: a platform that lets different groups of users
find each other, transact and exchange value, rather than a factory or supply chain that
produces a single good. The success of platform models in both business-to-business
[B2B] and business-to-consumer [B2C] markets has convinced many executives that this
model is the surest route to growth available today. Getting there, however, requires
unlearning much of what traditional strategy has taught about scale, competition and
control.

The Shift From Pipelines To Platforms

Traditional, linear businesses scale through what economists call supply side economies of
scale, growing by making production more efficient as volume increases. Platform
businesses scale differently, through demand side economies of scale, where the value of
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the network grows as more participants join it, and the company earns revenue by taking a
share of the exchanges it facilitates. This distinction is not academic; it changes which
investments actually produce growth and which merely add cost. A hotel chain built on the
pipeline model needs to buy or lease more rooms, maintain them and market them to grow
revenue, an approach that ties growth directly to capital spending. A platform business
pursuing the same market opportunity can grow by adding participants to its network
instead, without the matching increase in fixed assets.

Built To Scale

Hilton and Marriott illustrate the pipeline model at its most capital intensive: growth requires
scouting real estate, financing construction and continually maintaining physical assets
across every market they enter. Airbnb, founded in 2008, disrupted the same industry
without buying a single property, instead helping individuals list spare rooms and taking a
commission on every booking made through its platform. That structural difference let
Airbnb expand into new cities far faster than any hotel chain could match, because its
constraint was network growth rather than construction timelines. 2 Marshall Van Alstyne
and his co-authors describe this shift precisely: the critical asset of a platform sits outside
the company, in the community of members it hosts, and the company wins by facilitating
more of their interactions rather than by controlling more resources. Scaling a platform is not
an outcome of success; it is what keeps the network valuable enough for participants to
stay.

Scaling, therefore, is not a resultant but a survival need for platform models

How Platforms Actually Work

Being a platform business is less a fixed destination than a spectrum companies move
along, and getting hung up on a precise definition rarely helps a leadership team make
progress. Matching mechanisms have existed for centuries, from marriage brokers in
imperial China to lending exchanges in ancient Athens to the classified listings on Craigslist,
and digital technology has simply accelerated how quickly such networks can form and
scale. Apple remains one of the clearest examples of a company that rebuilt a pipeline
business, selling hardware, into a platform business, hosting an ecosystem of developers
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and customers around the App Store. Two functions determine whether a platform gathers
enough valuable interactions to survive: pulling in enough participants to start the network,
and keeping them engaged once the network exists. Companies that skip either function
typically watch a promising platform stall before it reaches the scale that would make it
defensible.

The Chicken And Egg Problem

Every new platform faces the same paradox at launch: drivers will not join a ride-hailing
service until enough riders are present, and riders will not join until enough drivers are
available to guarantee a car shows up. Solving this requires deliberate sequencing, often
through subsidies, exclusive early access or partnerships that seed one side of the network
before asking the other side to commit. 3 Harvard Business School's Thales Teixeira frames
the constraint directly:

When you have a two-sided platform, you have to acquire both the customers and
the services. You can't have one without the other

Once a platform clears that initial hurdle, it needs a second capability: keeping participants
attached once alternatives appear. Rolling out features that streamline existing interactions,
the way Instagram added image editing tools to keep photographers on its network, protects
the territory a platform has already won. Without ongoing investment in retention, a platform
that solved its chicken and egg problem once can still lose participants to a better-designed
competitor later.

Five Archetypes Of Modern Platforms

Tracking how digital platforms actually operate reveals five recurring archetypes, and the
first two point most directly at how traditional manufacturing and service businesses can
remodel themselves. Regisseur platforms stage an ecosystem around a company's core
product, bundling data from digital extensions such as sensors, apps and feedback loops to
match customer needs with other producers, sometimes even competitors within the same
segment. As that ecosystem grows, the platform effectively becomes a smaller version of
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the broader industry value chain, with the originating company acting as its coordinator
rather than its sole supplier. 4 General Electric [GE] built exactly this kind of regisseur
platform with Predix, an edge-to-cloud industrial internet system that connected machines,
people and data across oil and gas, power and manufacturing customers to deliver services
such as predictive maintenance. Facebook, LinkedIn and Google's search platform operate
on the same underlying logic, coordinating a much larger ecosystem than any single product
they sell.

Niche Platforms

Niche platforms draw producers and customers together around a specific category, the
way Lyst organizes fashion retail or UberEats organizes restaurant delivery. Intermediary
organizations already operating in a fragmented niche are often well positioned to make this
shift, since they already understand the customers and suppliers they would need to
connect. Consider a fictitious hospitality supplier, HotelSup, that sells inventory to
unbranded, independent hotels and guest houses. HotelSup could begin by offering
inventory management support to its existing customers, a service that builds a marketplace
on one side while collecting the data needed to understand customer needs on the other.
Once that core exchange is established, HotelSup can invert its business model and scale
into a full platform serving every operational need those small hotels have.

Digital Bazaars And Peer To Peer Exchange

Digital bazaars act as orchestrators for a wide array of users, functioning as the
supermarkets of the online economy; Amazon and eBay remain the clearest examples of
this transaction-first, broker-style platform. Building one requires identifying a common
interest shared across otherwise unrelated buyers and sellers, then designing the
mechanisms that turn that shared interest into recurring transactions. A related but distinct
archetype, access over ownership platforms, matches people's underused assets, a spare
room, an idle car, with people who need temporary access to them; Airbnb and Uber remain
the most visible examples. These platforms function as clearinghouses, connecting
individual participants directly with each other rather than routing every transaction through
the company itself. 5 Research on how Uber, Airbnb and Etsy scaled past their first
thousand customers found that each company had to abandon its early acquisition tactics
and adopt new ones as the network grew, because the strategy that starts a network rarely
sustains it.
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Knowledge Platforms

Knowledge platforms pull together specialized expertise for complex projects while
reducing the friction caused by disparate, geographically distant providers. Heavy industry
offers a clear illustration: designing a ship, a train or a power plant requires coordinating
equipment suppliers across long tender cycles, extended response times and repeated
rounds of negotiation. Platforms led by people with real domain expertise can compress
those cycles considerably, connecting the right specialist to the right project far faster than
traditional procurement allows. TaskRabbit and Freelancer show a simpler version of the
same principle at consumer scale, matching skilled individuals to short-term tasks without
the overhead of a traditional staffing agency. As these platforms mature, the knowledge
they accumulate about which providers deliver reliably becomes as valuable as the
matching function itself.

Building A Platform Strategy Inside A Legacy Business

Making the shift from a pipeline mindset to a platform mindset is rarely a matter of launching
a new app or acquiring a startup; it requires rethinking what a company actually sells. 6
McKinsey's research across more than 50 organizations attempting this transition found that
companies which built product teams around end-user experience, modernized their
underlying technology and gave teams real autonomy over funding cut time to market by as
much as three times and reduced product defects by 50% to 70%. That gap between
successful and stalled transformations rarely comes down to technology alone; it comes
down to whether business and technology leaders share accountability for the outcome
rather than treating the platform as an information technology [IT] project. 7 MIT Sloan's
research on platform economics adds a useful framework for judging where disruption is
most likely: industries with high information value, modular products and light regulation are
the most vulnerable to platform entrants, while industries built on heavy physical assets and
complex regulated services are comparatively more resistant.

None of that makes the second group immune, only slower to turn, which is exactly why the
companies in capital-intensive industries that move early tend to set the terms other
competitors eventually have to follow. Business strategists advising this kind of
transformation should start by mapping the specific value exchange a company's customers
already want but cannot easily find, since that exchange, not the underlying technology, is
what a platform actually monetizes. From there, the sequence that worked for Airbnb, GE

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -5-



and HotelSup alike holds: solve the chicken and egg problem deliberately, invest in the
features that keep both sides engaged once competitors notice, and treat data generated by
existing products as a strategic asset rather than a byproduct. Companies that follow that
sequence deliberately, rather than reactively, are the ones most likely to convert an existing
customer base into a durable network.

1most valuable companies by market capitalization
2pipelines, platforms, and the new rules of strategy
3the chicken-or-egg problem
4ge expands predix platform to advance industrial internet opportunities
5how uber, airbnb and etsy turned 1,000 customers into 1 million
6the big product and platform shift
73 forces pushing on the platform economy

Summary

Platform businesses win by orchestrating exchanges between participants rather than by
owning every link in a value chain, and that single difference changes how a company
should think about growth, competition and capital allocation. The shift from supply side
scale to demand side scale explains why Airbnb could outgrow hotel chains without buying
real estate, and why GE, Amazon and countless niche players have rebuilt their businesses
around the same logic. Five recognizable archetypes, regisseur platforms, niche platforms,
digital bazaars, access over ownership models and knowledge platforms, give leaders a
practical starting point for locating where their own business fits. None of this requires
abandoning an existing customer base or core product; it requires identifying the value
exchange a company can host, solving the chicken and egg problem that stalls every new
network, and building the trust and technology that keep participants coming back.
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