
Platforms  
– a clarification

There must be some kind of way outta here
Said the joker to the thief
There’s too much confusion
I can’t get no relief

Three confusions of the current platform debate

What do we mean  
by platforms?

What do we want  
from platforms?

What should we do 
with platforms?
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FOREWORD: THREE CONFUSIONS ON PLATFORMS

Foreword: Three 
confusions on platforms

through platforms by initiating public-plat-
form collaboration mechanisms that enable 
setting direction with democratic legitimacy 
yet can tap into the efficiency of governance 
enabled by the platform.

Third, we confuse current digital platforms 
and the idea of a platform. Current digital 
platforms are merely the first generation of 
platforms – proto-platforms – that already 
illustrates the potential of a superior mode of 
governance. Yet, the focus should be on how 
this potential can be unleashed for the benefit 
of humanity – whether platforms can emerge 
as a new mode of governance that transcends 
national boundaries and enables humanity to 
work together in order to solve the greatest 
challenges of our times.

The confusions will be analysed and discussed 

in this paper. We believe that each of the three 

should be further debated in order for us to 

avoid the looming tragedy of platforms. 

Platforms have the potential to emerge as 

a new mode of governance for humanity. This 

requires fundamental discussion not merely on 

platform governance but also on the political 

economy and political philosophy of platforms. 

Most importantly, we need to fundamentally 

challenge our premises regarding the platform 

discussion. Neither the Silicon Valley nor the 

Chinese alternative provides sufficient promise 

when moving forward.

The way forward may be more at hand than 

thought. The notion of a social contract – so 

important in the formulation of the legitimacy of 

the nation-state – may hold answers also in the 

context of platform governance.

T
he writers of this paper have followed 

and have been worried about the so-

called emergence of the platform econ-

omy for the past decade. During this decade, 

their urgency of the worries has been magni-

fied. The direction of the development of the 

technology is the wrong one. We publish this 

paper today as an attempt to show that in order 

to make the most out of platforms, we need 

to delve deeper into the fundamental logics 

of what platforms are and steer the course of 

history out of the current stalemate.

The public debate about digital platforms 

has been sidetracked. In short, we are in the 

early days of the platform era. Decisions made 
during the next decade will determine wheth-
er this era will be successful or not. In this 

paper, we break down the confusions regard-

ing digital platforms and prove a way forward 

that avoids the discernible tragedy surrounding 

platforms.

Currently, there are three confusions in dis-

cussions about platforms:

The first confusion is to analyse platforms 
through the metaphor of the business model 
predominantly. Instead, we should analyse 
platforms through the metaphor of gover-
nance.

Second confusion arises from the fact that 
the ongoing vivid debate on platform gov-
ernance is conceptually unclear. At least 
three distinctive approaches for platform 
governance can be identified: Governance 
of platforms by the public administrations, 
governance within platforms through self-reg-
ulatory mechanisms and, finally, governance 
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Confusion 1:  
What are platforms?

C
urrently, there are three definitions of 

a platform in business literature, none 

of which explain their most significant 

features. According to the first definition, plat-

forms are “product platforms”. Product plat-

forms are the basis for product differentiation 

inside a company (Hendrickson et al., 2014). 

For example, Volkswagen uses the same MQB 

platform for Audi A1, SEAT Arona, Škoda Scala 

and Volkswagen Polo. 

The second definition of the word platform 

means a strategic technology that defines the 

success of companies within an industry (Hage-

doorn 1996; see also Cooper 2006). Microsoft 

Windows and Intel processors are some of 

the typical examples given about this type of 

platform. 

These two definitions focus on platforms 
as tools or technologies are often considered 

too narrow to explain many features of current 

platform companies. For this reason, the third 

definition of ‘platform’ has evolved around the 

concept of “business models”. According to the 

third definition, a platform is an organisation 

that creates value primarily by enabling direct 

interactions between several distinct types of 

“affiliated customers” (Hagiu & Wright 2015). 

Following the last definition and according to 

Choudary et al. (2016) and McAfee and Bryn-

jolfsson (2017), platforms are often defined as 

infrastructures that enable two or more groups 

to interact. Thus, they are intermediaries that 

help various groups – Choudary et al. (2016) 

list “customers, advertisers, service providers, 

producers, suppliers, and even physical objects” 

– to interact, for example, by helping some 

participating group to build their own services 

or marketplaces. 

From the business model perspective, plat-

forms are not understood as tools but instead, 

they are considered stories of how companies 
create value and are thus conceptually placed 

within the institution of markets (see Figure 1).

 

New metaphors are needed to clarify 
what platforms are. 
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The business model perspective to platforms 

helps to explain some of their features, includ-

ing, but not limited to, concepts such as reduc-

tion of transaction costs and network external-

ities. But for many other important phenomena, 

its explanatory power is limited. These hidden 

perspectives include creation of common goods 

and social value on platforms, commodification 

of actions to transactions (driving a Tesla im-

proves the autonomous driving abilities of every 

Tesla driver) and even the rapid rise of platform 

companies to completely dominate not only 

entire industries but also sectors of public life. 

Further, and more importantly, many if not most 

social researchers have noted that the business 

model perspective is hopelessly insufficient to 

discuss the internal and external power dynam-

ics of platforms.

A broader perspective on platforms is 

needed. For example, Sunderarajan (2016) has 

argued that platforms like Uber should be un-

derstood as a new type of institution, enabling 

decentralised market relations between individ-

uals. And according to van Dijck, Poell and de 

Waal (2018), platforms are gradually infiltrating 

in and converging with all of the legacy institu-

tions through which democratic societies are 

organised. From this broader perspective, dig-

italisation changes practices in all institutions. 

Platforms emerge not just within the institution 

of markets as a “platform economy”, but be-

tween and around other institutions as well. 

Figure 1. Platforms, understood as business models, are placed within markets and  

contain companies
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When platforms are considered not only as a 

new business model in the markets but more 

broadly as an institution, new metaphors are 

needed to understand them. A platform ecosys-

tem, according to van Dijck, Poell and de Waal 

(2018), is a collection of interlinked platforms, 

governed by mechanisms that shape everyday 

practices of people. From this perspective, plat-

forms participate in producing the social struc-

tures (Couldry and Hepp 2016) because mar-

kets, the state, the civil society and the platform 

ecosystem itself need to create separations and 

dependencies to all other institutions to main-

tain their autonomy. Autonomy relies on the right 

kind of institutional balances that allow plat-

forms to be free and independent from interfer-

ences that harm their potential while not being 

isolated to a preexisting static notion of what 

defines platforms. Thus, similarly to the freedom 

of individuals that is built on both freedom from 

and reliance on various aspects of life and living, 

platforms can only exist as separate institutions 

if they rely on other institutions in fruitful ways. 

Even though platforms threaten to under-

mine many established societal arrangements, 

most nation-states do not have the heuristics to 

capture the sociotechnical finesses of platforms 

(van Dijck, Poell, de Waal 2018). The previous 

conceptualisations of platforms are insufficient 

in explaining how the separations and depen-

dencies between platforms, states, markets 

and civil society are created and how power is 

used within, towards and through platforms. 

Platforms are indeed a source of organisational 

efficiency, as emphasised in the business model 

perspective. Still, they are also the node of pow-

er relationships within communities because 

of embedded governance towards organising 

production, exchange and value distribution 

(Carballa Smichowski 2016). For this reason, we 

have found the metaphor of governance to be 

more helpful than the metaphor of a business 

model in explaining and understanding plat-

forms. Platforms are governance systems within 

the platform ecosystem. 

Considering platforms as institutions through 

the metaphor of governance renders the global 

privatisation of institutions of power immedi-

ately evident: the governance of global digital 

infrastructure is completely privatised. But the 

metaphor of governance is useful not only as 

a tool for the contemporary critique of domi-

nance. It also provides means to bring clarity to 

the second confusion, enabling a better dis-

cussion about the beneficial uses of platforms. 

Furthermore, the metaphor helps address the 

third confusion about the possible way forward 

for societies with platforms. The following two 

chapters explain how this is done.

Figure 2. Platform ecosystem emerges as a new institution, rendering the society a “platform 

society” (van Dijck et al., 2018). 
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Confusion 2:  
What to do with platforms?

New heuristics on platform governance are needed  
to clarify what to do with platforms.

During 2020, two topics have dominated po-

litical discussion in the United States congress: 

covid-19 and restricting the role of tech giants 

in the US economy. CEOs of Facebook, Apple, 

Google and Amazon have become regular guest 

stars at congressional hearings answering why 

they produce more benefits to society than 

harm. There are many drivers for the increas-

ing scrutiny towards the tech giants, but one 

turning point can be identified during the 2016 

presidential elections, specifically regarding the 

role of digital platforms in society. The role of 

Facebook in influencing the outcome of the US 

presidential elections started a new phase of 

political scrutiny towards the digital economy 

that had before been mainly recognised as a 

driver of innovation and economic development.

Scrutiny towards new production technolo-

gies is hardly new. In the first decade of the 20th 

century, the US Federal government was dis-

cussing its response to the emergence of robber 

barons. With the lead of Theodore Roosevelt, new 

ideas and regulatory levers started to emerge. 

Some called for breaking up the new industry gi-

ants; some wanted stricter rules and legislation. In 

the end, the pioneers and builders of the industrial 

production backbone in the US were cut down in 

size and limited in power. Production was aligned 

more with the needs of the wider society at the 

latest when the First World War started.

The beginning of the 2020s has many 

similarities to the era of breaking down robber 

barons. The rise of the so-called tech giants has 

been more apparent than ever after the financial 

crash caused by Covid-19. Even before, many 

G
overnance means the steering and 

decision-making mechanisms in sys-

tems such as societies, ecosystems or 

organisations. As an example, nation-states can 

make strict governance decisions. The whole 

capital city region in Finland was quarantined to 

stop the spreading of Covid-19 from spreading 

when it first emerged.

A physical quarantine was the most effective 

measure against the plague in the 14th centu-

ry. But times have changed. The quarantine in 

Finland was quickly dissolved because it was 

impractical and expensive. To react to the sec-

ond wave of the virus, the Finnish government 

created an app to identify and quarantine only 

the people that need to be quarantined. The 

app was installed in days by more than 50% of 

the adult population. While the app has been a 

mixed success, it demonstrates how the means 
to govern is in motion.

Currently, we live in the context of the na-

tion-state as the foundational mode of gov-

ernance – the best we imagine humanity can 

achieve – and identify answers to tackle the 

emerging risks, challenges and opportunities 

that digital platforms provide from this position. 

Thus, experts, politicians and increasingly the 

public are only debating on how to regulate 

digital platforms. Regulators are working hard 

to limit the impacts of platforms. However, the 

current debate on platform governance is about 

regulating them or letting them run amok. This 

is a false dichotomy. If this remains the sole 

approach to take, we will miss what digital plat-

forms are about.
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have called for stricter regulation of gigantic 

tech corporations. Similar to the 1900s, some 

also call for anti-trust solutions, for instance, 

breaking up Amazon by splitting its incredibly 

popular marketplace platform which will force 

Amazon to compete as a vendor with many 

smaller companies.

As was apparent concerning the example 

on digital quarantines, few would argue against 

the benefits of digital platforms. The increase in 

efficiency through e-commerce services such 

as Amazon or convenience to urban audiences 

illustrated by Uber is hard to ignore. The current 

societal and policy debate demonstrates that 

public opinion on digital platforms and their role 

in society is formulating right now. There are 

multiple aspects of the new phenomenon that 

are recognised in the context of transforming 

markets and industries and changing consump-

tion habits. However, there is little synthesis 

on the role and potential of digital platforms in 

society at large.

Currently, the debate on digital platforms 

is on whether platforms should continue to be 

private companies pushing new products and 

services for consumers or whether they should 

be constrained through regulation. There are 

three arguments for unleashing the platforms:

 ■ Platforms enable more flexible job markets 

with reduced transaction costs

 ■ Platforms encourage innovation and create 

useful products

 ■ Platforms create a significant competitive 

advantage to the US economy as a whole

On the other side, you find a group arguing that 

the negative external effects of digital platforms 

have started to outweigh potential gains. The 

arguments for regulating digital platforms are:

 ■ Platforms increase the accumulation of capi-

tal and profits into the hands of the few. 

 ■ Platforms have a negative impact on markets 

through monopolisation or market control.

 ■ Platforms have an undesired impact on key 

processes in the society through influencing 

democratic elections and eradicating labour 

laws

Both groups have valid points. Platforms indeed 

have an enormous positive impact on the digital 

consumption economy. At the same time, there 

are multiple and often significant negative 

impacts derived from digital platforms. Our 

impulses on potential responses on platforms 

are based on the perspective from which we are 

looking at the problem. Too often, our analysis 

regarding platforms is simplified into an ideo-

logical distinction between whether companies 

should operate freely in the market economy 

or whether they should be regulated to tack-

le negative externalities that their business 

models cause. The negative externalities of 

platform business models are sometimes more 

significant than those caused by companies in 

traditional industries, but nevertheless, the logic 

for market intervention is the same.

Extending the ideological battle of the in-

dustrial era into digital platforms doesn’t serve 

much purpose. At its worst, the main purpose 

and potential of platforms get lost into an ev-

er-growing choir of arguments fighting the past 

wars.

In fact, the previous categorisation of argu-

ments regarding digital platforms is based on 

the unsatisfactory conceptualisation of plat-

forms as business models. The most important 

question on platforms is not about whether 

platforms should be unleashed in the consumer 

markets or restricted through existing policies 

and regulatory frameworks. We find that the 

dichotomy will resolve itself when platforms are 

considered a means of governance.

Platforms and governance

Platforms are sets of rules that enable coopera-

tion. In other words, they are one way to organ-

ise human activity. This makes them a mode of 

governance.

The governance of platforms should not be 

understood in a narrow sense. At first glance, 

the issue of platform governance appears to 

be an issue of governance of platforms in the 

market by the state and an issue of how much 

freedom should platforms get. This is merely 

a first perspective of governance regarding 
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platforms. The perspective of platforms as gov-

ernance needs to be further enriched with two 

other perspectives.

Concerning the second perspective regard-

ing the governance of platforms, there is an in-

teresting, largely academic discussion happen-

ing beneath the surface of legislative struggles. 

This other discussion doesn’t concern itself 

so much about the governance of platforms 

but instead tries to understand how platforms 

themselves govern their users.

Platforms set the rules for participation 

within the platform, define the value units that 

are available on the platform via regulations 

they set and put up filters to make interactions 

on the platform intelligible. There is a growing 

body of research (Hein et al. 2016) that looks at 

platforms from this perspective of governance 

within platforms, focusing their analysis on, e.g. 

entry and re-entry rules, user and provider rights 

within platforms and algorithmic pricing. 

Figure 3. Governance within platforms
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While the research on governance within plat-

forms is important, it is also insufficient. Simi-

larly to platforms being markets for the platform 

participants and at the same time competing 

on the markets against other companies, often 

very successfully, platforms are not only a mode 

of governance within themselves. Considering 

them from this narrow angle leaves out of con-

sideration the third form of platform governance. 

According to this perspective of governance 

through platforms, platforms can be a mode of 

governance in general.
Platform governance is not only about how 

we govern platforms or how platforms should 

organise their self-governance. It is also about 

platforms governing us and how we can use this 

new mode of governance to achieve jointly set 

goals in our societies. 

The perspective of governance through 

platforms emphasises platforms as a new mode 

of governance that is more akin to nation-states, 

cities and tribes than business models such 

as franchising, advertising-based dual market 

models, and brick-and-mortar stores. This per-

spective shouldn’t be mistaken as an approach 

in which the government tries to take advantage 

of the superior governance attributes of the 

platform. Instead, most likely, some new control 

or even ownership approaches are needed to le-

gitimise emerging public-platform partnerships.

As an apparent reminder, the nation-state 

didn’t emerge overnight as something that 

is universally recognised as the foundational 

mode of governance for humankind. It required 

thinking and experiments. Most importantly, it 

required a basic level of trust from individuals 

towards the new mode of governance. This trust 

was established through conflict, discussions 

and finally, a synthesis in the form of a social 

contract. While such a social contract is lacking 

from platforms, some features of governance 

through platforms can be identified by compar-

ing platforms to other modes of societal gover-

nance. Such an analysis reveals that platforms 

are more precise, transparent, anticipatory, 

behavioural and reflective means for governing. 

Like a compound microscope revealing germs in 

all of these categories, governing through plat-

forms improves the resolution of governance: 

 ■ Precise. Previously, public sector governance 

interventions have been directed at the level 

of the whole population or at best at the 

level of identified category groups, such as 

workers, dog-owners or politicians. Plat-

forms function on the level of the individual 

with all the complexity of different roles and 

groups that a person can have. For example, 

a digital quarantine can identify and sepa-

rate only the individuals that should remain 

indoors, rendering the city level quarantines 

inefficient and expensive in comparison. 

 ■ Transparent. Because of the features of 

digital information, platform governance can 

be transparent in any direction. Furthermore, 

it doesn’t have to be transparent in every di-

rection. This one-directional transparency is 

one important context to elaborate the trust 

in platforms. For example, the source code 

of the digital quarantine application can be 

published for anyone to view. This source 

code can be reviewed to increase trust on 

its ability to maintain privacy of the users, i.e 

its ability to not be transparent on who uses 

the app. 

 ■ Anticipatory. As they use large troves of data 

and social and behavioural analysis, plat-

forms can act upon probable and possible 

outcomes before they occur. For example, 

very early signals of anticipated future 

learning difficulties can be used to nudge 

a teacher to help a pupil, or a city to help a 

school. 

 ■ Behavioural. Platforms don’t have to incen-

tivise only outcomes. They can also incentiv-

ise behaviours. The resolution of behavioural 

nudges on platforms can be very detailed 

and biopolitical. Sometimes, platforms 

even nudge people with direct hormonal 

responses, such as dopamine that is re-

leased with Facebook likes. As an example 

of the benefits of increased resolution in 

behavioural governance, people can learn to 

live in healthy ways by reaching daily exer-

cise goals negotiated between them and the 

platform.
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 ■ Reflective. On platforms, learning is distrib-

uted, and decision-making is centralised. 

This structure enables finding rapid solutions 

to massive problems much faster than what 

can be done on markets or by the govern-

ments. Markets are a similar distributed 

information-gathering mechanism, using 

price and demand to aggregate solutions 

in rapidly scalable ways. But markets lack 

centralised coordination of shared direction. 

Governments sometimes try to provide mar-

ket direction with external incentives such as 

tax reliefs to climate-friendly technology, but 

the comparative size of these incentives is 

minuscule to the centralised coordination of 

incentives and behaviours that can happen 

on platforms. On the other hand, govern-

ments have the ability to set goals fast. But 

governments’ ability to reach the goals that 

are set is small. Governments are slow to 

learn what works because they don’t have a 

distributed means to incentivise a massive 

scale of action to reach their goals. Instead, 

they rely on brute-forcing their way to the 

essential goals and moving very slowly 

via consensus towards their less essential 

or urgent goals. An example of increased 

reflectiveness on governance is the ability 

of Google to AB test all new features and 

optimise their use according to the actual 

behaviour.

Platforms magnify the resolution to governance. 

They improve the resolution by setting up more 

precise governance rules, by making parts 

of the governance more visible by increasing 

transparency via better resolution in activity 

within the governed context, by improving the 

resolution of anticipated outcomes based on 

big data, by increasing the resolution of nudges 

even to the level of manipulating single hor-

monal reactions and by allowing distributed 
learning in the context of centralised deci-

sion-making.

Because of the increased resolution, they 

are a more efficient way to reach the desired 

outcomes of governance than the other modes 

of governance. Markets rarely incentivise coor-

dinated action towards a shared goal. Govern-

ments do incentivise coordinated action, but 

they lack the means to learn about what works. 

Platforms show that it’s possible to have both 

coordinated direction and distributed action, 

enabling fast scale and quick responses.

We have, however, failed to see platforms as 

a mode of governance. We have failed to under-

stand that governance of not just misbehaving 

users but also autonomous communities and 

societies can be done through platforms. In-

stead of developing an eloquent political philos-

ophy on platforms, we have created just a part 

of it: the political economy of platforms. This has 

led to confusion on what to do with them.

To bring clarity to this confusion, we have 

proposed a heuristic of platform governance 

that includes governance of platforms, gover-

nance within platforms and governance through 

platforms. Furthermore, we have proposed a 

taxonomy of features of governance through 

platforms, arguing that it is more precise, trans-

parent, anticipatory, behavioural and reflective 

means for governing than the current alterna-

tives.

The heuristic of platform governance and 

taxonomy of features of governing through 

platforms clarify what platforms can be used 

for. They help in understanding the potential of 

platforms. The ability to do something, however, 

does not mean that something is desirable. For 

this reason, we now turn to the third confusion 

with the improved conceptual and methodolog-

ical understanding of platforms and argue for a 

vision of platform societies.
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Confusion 3:  
What do we want  
from platforms?

Aspirational visions of what platforms can provide  
for humanity are urgently needed.

This demise of the current world order has 

caused a backlash of “back to the great” to 

maintain the representation and thus legitimacy 

of any mode of governance.

At the same time, when this backlash started 

to gain momentum, a new digital mode of gov-

ernance started to emerge. It was first built on 

top of globally shared standards such as TCP/

IP and DNS, then became commonplace as the 

HTTPs and HTMLs of the Internet. The Internet 

was first a playground of art and anarchism. 

Then it was increasingly a good business 

opportunity to many. And now it is a massive 

business opportunity to few.

But it could be so much more. The promise 

of the digital mode of governance is located 

in its transparency and negation of physical 

boundaries. The higher resolution on governing 

human interaction that digital platforms allow 

could enable an immense period of flourishing 

for human civilisation, a glimpse of which we 

have seen with the practical tools provided to 

us by the “platform economy” and the Internet. 

For the world struggling with problems such as 

the climate crisis or pandemics, this potential is 

far too substantial to ignore. Yet, currently, the 

trajectory is the opposite. Instead of transcend-

ing current national and regional boundaries, 

digital technologies appear to be more and 

more restricted by these boundaries.

T
he current mode of governance that is 

based on the nation-state and interna-

tional and supranational entities such as 

the EU, the WTO and the UN developed during 

hundreds of years of experiments, arguments, 

mistakes and theoretical work. This mode of 

governance could be said to have reached its 

peak in the “End of History” of the 1990s and 

then started to crumble. Rana Dasgupta writes 

in the Guardian:

”20th-century political structures are 

drowning in a 21st-century ocean of 

deregulated finance, autonomous technology, 

religious militancy and great-power rivalry. 

Meanwhile, the suppressed consequences 

of 20th-century recklessness in the once-

colonised world are erupting, cracking nations 

into fragments and forcing populations into 

post-national solidarities: roving tribal militias, 

ethnic and religious sub-states and super-

states. Finally, the old superpowers’ demolition 

of old ideas of international society – ideas of 

the “society of nations” that were essential to 

the way the new world order was envisioned 

after 1918 – has turned the nation-state system 

into a lawless gangland; and this is now 

producing a nihilistic backlash from the ones 

who have been most terrorised and despoiled.” 

(The Guardian, 2018)
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The potential of digital technologies in our 

societies and economy has been much debated. 

Less has been talked about the role of platforms 

in these digital societies. But they are crucial 

because they emerge as new institutions that 

force a rearrangement of the previous institu-

tional configuration. More than just a technology 

or a business model, platforms weave the po-

tential of digital technologies into the everyday 

lives of people. They are the institutions of the 

digital era. 

The greatest and scariest promise of digital 

platforms is that they increase the resolution 

(read: breadth) of governance. The importance 

of this fact cannot be understated. Think, for ex-

ample, what happened with our understanding 

of molecular biology during the past 400 years. 

From speculating reasons for frequent infec-

tions, we can now recognise and understand 

the impact bacteria have on our bodies. This has 

led to the unforeseen development of medi-

cine and treatments. The average lifespan of a 

human has expanded from c. 30 years to almost 

70. Because of new medicine, as a species and 

as individuals, we are in a much better place. 

There are multiple reasons for the increase in 

understanding of molecular biology, but the 

short explanation is the improved resolution. 

Since the invention of the compound micro-

scope, our perspective on nature has trans-

formed. The recognition of the fact that we can 

both perceive and also impact the microscopic 

has opened a new landscape derived from the 

increase of resolution: new theories, inventions, 

and experiments have helped our species to 

progress.

Digital platforms are for governance what 

the compound microscope was for molecular 

biology: a technology that enables far higher 

resolution of transparency in human behaviour 

and capability to steer interactions. Few would 

argue that the existing steering mechanisms 

such as legislation are not archaic – the low 

level of resolution is best visible when a na-

tion-state sets national legislation that hardly 

recognises local, not to mention individual 

attributes. Digital platforms also mean that 

governance is capable of transcending territorial 

aspects, limiting human development. At the 

same time, transparency of interactions enables 

far less blunt measures in order to achieve joint-

ly set goals more efficiently.

On a front face, platforms are a technology 

and business model invention. But under the 

surface, they are enablers for formulating new 

social institutions and a new mode of gover-

nance.

Unfortunately, the platforms are current-

ly a normatively bad mode of governance. In 

Platform Society (2018), van Dijck, Poell and de 

Waal write that the platform ecosystem

”looks egalitarian yet is hierarchical; it is 

almost entirely corporate, but it appears 

to serve public value; it seems neutral and 

agnostic, but its architecture carries a particu-

lar set of ideological values; its effects appear 

local, while its scope and impact are global; it 

appears to replace “top-down” “big govern-

ment” within “bottom-up” “customer empow-

erment”, yet it is doing so by means of a highly 

centralised structure which remains opaque to 

its users.” (van Dijck, Poell, de Waal 2018)

When such paradoxes exist in any mode of 

governance, the governance is not representa-

tive, it is not collectively beneficial, its values are 

not mutually agreed upon, its focus is not in the 

communities, and its power dynamics are not 

fair. In other words, such a mode of governance 

is authoritarian.

Robinson and Acemoglu describe in the 
Narrow Corridor (2019) how successful so-

cieties emerge through time from travelling a 

narrow corridor between absent and despotic 

Leviathan. They argue convincingly that the long 

term success of societies can be guaranteed 

only by simultaneously increasing the abilities 

of the civil society and the abilities of elites 

effectively running the state. If the abilities of 

the elites grow too much in relation to the civil 

society, the societies turn authoritarian; if the 

abilities of the civil society grow too much in re-

lation to the state, the societies cannot function 

well either due to the absence of institutions.

The platforms might be the biggest short 

term increase of governance capabilities hu-

mankind has ever encountered. If they only ben-
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efit those who Acemoglu and Robinson call the 

elites, the only way for societies to remain in the 

“narrow corridor” that guarantees success in the 

long term is to prohibit the use of platforms in 

governance. As we have argued, this essentially 

means prohibiting the use of platforms – also as 

a business model.

On the other hand, any common needs 

a governance system to exist (Carballa 

Smichowski 2016). Because of the features of 

platforms presented in the taxonomy of gover-

nance through platforms, they are superb gover-

nance systems for almost any kind of common. 

Clarifying the third confusion requires clarifi-

cation on what we want from platforms. Based 

on this chapter, we know three things about this:

1. We want platforms to be more than just 

mechanisms for governing business transac-

tions – they can be more than that.

2. We don’t want platforms to strengthen only 

the states or the elites that control the state 

– they can do more than that. 

3. Platforms are especially well-suited to gov-

ern commons – this is exactly what we want 

them to facilitate.

For these reasons, we can only imagine one way 

forward for platforms, and it includes strength-

ening the power of civil society by creating a 

new social contract.
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ACTION: Social contract 
for governance through 
platforms

contract started to emerge. The increased 

organisation with the aid of the concept of the 

nation-state was crucial to benefit from the 

emerging productivity innovations of the indus-

trial revolution. Until the late 20th century, the 

dialogue between the nation-state and the in-

dustrial economy was the key driver for institu-

tional change. Different mechanisms to increase 

the trust and mandate of the nation-state were 

innovated during this long process. Hobbes 

proposed the rule by an absolute sovereign in 

Leviathan in 1651, Montesquieu created the 

separation of powers in 1748, and Rousseau 

pointed out that “people are the state” in 1762. 

The outcome of this dialogue, the social con-

tract for nation-states, still composes the mode 

of governance of our Western societies.

The birth of nation-states was due to a 

series of technological and social innovations 

that converged into a mode of governance. Just 

as nation-states in their infancy, the current 

H
umankind has developed by adopting 

new ways of social interaction, en-

abling an ever-growing community of 

individuals to work closer together in order to 

achieve common goals. These development 

phases have often been preceded by new 

technological innovations in dialogue with so-

cial innovation, leading to institutional change. 

For instance, the emergence of new agricul-

ture technologies finally bore fruit when larger 

villages were formed to take advantage of 

large-scale agricultural production. Production 

technology and social interaction have typically 

walked hand-in-hand.

A more recent example is the emergence of 

a nation-state. The nation-state, the codification 

of which was formulated at the Treaty of West-

phalia in 1648, orchestrated human interaction 

in a new way. From the 17th century onwards, 

philosophers worked on the legitimacy of this 

new mode of governance. Step by step, a social 

Figure 4. Increasing complexity in modes of governance is based on both technological  

and social innovations
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platforms lack a social contract that would 

legitimise them as a mode of governance. The 

primary reason for the lack of a social contract 

is simple. We are yet to recognise that digital 

platforms are a new mode of governing human 

interaction, as argued in this text. 

The people running platforms have been 

reluctant to accept this role fully. They did 

not choose to become CEOs and founders of 

something else than simple IT companies, nor 

did they foresee the development while they 

were busy working their way up to where they 

are now. The times they did understand that 

something more fundamental was on the move 

– for example, in 2009, Mark Zuckerberg said 

in a press release that “Companies like ours 

need to develop new modes of governance” 

and implemented a failed internal participation 

system – they only implemented a part of the 

potential social contract, and when that didn’t 

measurably increase their legitimacy in the wid-

er public, they quickly backtracked to their old 

ways, telling governments to leave them alone.

However, platforms cannot be left alone, 

nor can they survive by themselves. It’s not 

enough to say that they need to be free from 

regulations. They also need to understand the 

dependencies that allow them to be a new 
kind of institutions. Thus, in the metaphorical 

sense, the platforms are like teenagers moving 

out from home for the first time. They still are 

dependent on their startup narrative, but they 

are not startups anymore, and they will never be 

just companies. Platforms are starting to realise 

that they have to come up with something new 

by themselves, supported both by their past and 

their possible futures as institutions. If they aim 

to be nothing but companies, growing regula-

tions will make them weaker, smaller and less 

interesting. If they seek to become institutions, 

they need to become more powerful while 
simultaneously allowing their users to have 

more power over them (compare to Robinson & 

Acemoglou 2019). They need a social contract 

to become what they could be.

The role of governance in the context of 

platforms is not a new idea. For example, in 

2009 Mark Zuckerberg said in a press release 

that “Companies like ours need to develop new 

modes of governance.” Facebook implemented 

an internal voting system to let users participate 

on site governance. The promise for the users 

was that if more than 30 percent of all active 

registered users participated, Facebook would 

apply the proposed changes. But only 0,3% of 

the 665,654 Facebook users at the time voted. 

The last community vote held by Facebook 

three years later was about getting rid of voting 

altogether. Approximately the same number of 

people voted, while the number of users on the 

site had already grown five times, to a billion.

Facebook’s 2009 experiment with user 

democracy failed. Many would suggest that 

such problems of legitimacy of platforms come 

from e.g. the lack of transparency of algorithms, 

lack of access to data, and issues with work-

ers’ rights. While these issues are real, they are 

merely subtitles to the solution to the conflicts 

caused by the platform. The main title of the 

problem regarding platforms is the lack of social 

contract on platforms.

For platforms to emerge from their infan-

cy into a new mode of governance, we need 

a social contract in analogue to the one first 

designed and then experimented with in the 

context of the emerging nation-state from initial 

agreements of the year 1215 into the institution-

al experimenting during the late 18th century. In 

a similar manner, a social contract was set for 

private companies that enabled the accumula-

tion of capital needed to build the production 

facilities of the industrial era. This social con-

tract was created in the context of the emerging 

nation-state and was an organic process of 

thought and experiment in the past 300 years. 

Similarly, the potential of the liberal demo-

cratic model of the industrial society started to 

fully translate into wellbeing and progress of 

humanity only when we started to formulate its 

key premises into rights and responsibilities – 

this deliberation constituted much of the past 

300 years of political philosophy.

Regarding a social contract for platforms, 

a much quicker process can be hoped for. 

Societies are encountering challenges that 

look to be even grander in scale than the ones 

from the past century. Platforms are the most 

efficient form of massive scale cooperation we 

https://about.fb.com/news/2009/02/facebook-opens-governance-of-service-and-policy-process-to-users/
https://www.facebook.com/fbsitegovernance
https://www.facebook.com/fbsitegovernance
https://about.fb.com/news/2009/02/facebook-opens-governance-of-service-and-policy-process-to-users/
https://www.facebook.com/fbsitegovernance
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have so far encountered. They can govern and 

coordinate people with rules, limitations and 

incentives. We need platforms to step forward 

and help our species in tackling the challenges 

of the 21st century. Stronger platform societ-

ies could more effectively tackle the complex 

issues of these times.

Thus, we should come up with a social 

contract based on shared trust lens to allow the 

emergence of platforms as a new mode of glob-

al governance. For this reason, we propose four 

initial actions that might help to find the means 

to build trust between platforms, platform par-

ticipants and society at large. 

1. Make use of a new kind of regulatory power 

explicitly. It should be made explicit that 

platforms use regulatory power in their 

specific contexts. This regulatory power is of 

higher resolution and more dynamic than the 

power of the nation-state. This means that 

the platform is often more capable than the 

nation-state or the city in steering and coor-

dinating human interactions. Currently, this 

ability is used to, for instance, match market 

demand and supply efficiently and to in-

crease time spent within a specific platform. 

By making this power explicit, we enable 

people using the platforms to recognise the 

role platforms have in their everyday lives 

and make better assessments on what role 

they want a platform to play in their lives.

2. Identify responsibilities of platforms. One 

should make explicit the responsibilities plat-

forms have both on a universal and a specific 

level. At the first phase, these responsibilities 

are a collection of existing policy measures 

analysed through a lense of platforms as a 

mode of governance. The final formulation of 

the responsibilities is based on the values of 

the society in which platforms operate, but 

suggestions can be such as transparency of 

algorithms, data portability, and increased 

involvement of platform participants in deci-

sion-making.

3. Deliberate and propose laws. To achieve 

social contract for platforms, the responsi-

bilities have to be synthesized and codified 

in understandable fashion. This requires both 

policy and public deliberation. 

4. Legitimise platforms. Regarding the rights 

of platforms, a wider public deliberation is 

needed when there is understanding of the 

set responsibilities. These rights can be such 

as the right to exist as a privately owned 

company when the platform operates within 

the boundaries of the responsibilities jointly 

set or the right to protect parts of its intel-

lectual property if the platform acts within 

the guidelines that are publicly set. The final 

set of rights for platforms is decided based 

on a more holistic deliberation regarding 

which role we want platforms to take in our 

societies.

These initial actions support the civil society 

to gain power that is relative to the increase of 

capabilities of the state and elites through plat-

formisation. With the help of a social contract, 

we can transcend the current institutional con-

figuration that limits our imagination regarding 

platforms.

The triple clarification for the confusions 

presented in this text included changing the 

metaphor of platforms from business model to 

governance; creating a heuristic of governance 

that includes governance through platforms; 

and focusing the visions of platforms not around 

the current companies but on the idea of the 

platform-as-governance. With these clarifica-

tions the discussion regarding platforms can be 

broadened from unfair gig work on platforms to 

good life in a platform society for all; from filter 

bubbles to listening publics, from monopolies to 

institutions, and so forth.

The third confusion we had identified was 

“we don’t know what we want from platforms”. 

So far, we have argued that a social contract 

is required for platforms to strengthen, not 

weaken, our societies. But the actual vision – the 

what-we-want – only emerges after such a so-

cial contract exists. What do our societies look 

like after the transition to platform societies?
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VISION: 
Global governance of 
platform societies

Check feature for all the people in the area.

Such an insight is remarkable if one consid-

ers all the work that has been done to establish 

various kinds of institutions for more effective 

global governance. Indeed, platforms are not 

only a more effective mode of governance of 

societies, they can also be a more effective 

mode of global governance. 

A
ccording to the argument we have laid 

out in this text, Facebook is an insti-

tution of global governance. A private 

institution of governance, but an institution of 

governance nonetheless. Moreover, in some 

governance tasks, Facebook is a remarkably 

efficient institution of governance, as is evi-

dent for example when there is an earthquake 

somewhere, and Facebook activates the Safety 

Figure 5. Together, platform ecosystems create global arrangement of platform societies
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Platforms are not territorial, but they require 

a mechanism of access. The nation-state has 

been the predominant tool for human interac-

tion for the past 300 years. During this period, it 

has had two structural advantages. Firstly, the 

nation-state constitutes a specific area of land. 

Similarly to the physical space that is taken 

up by a single human being at any given time, 

a nation-state also occupies a territory where 

no other nation-state can exist. Secondly, the 

nation-state exercises a monopoly of violence 

within its territory. In addition, during the forma-

tion of a nation, a project of symbolic construc-

tion of the imagined community has taken place, 

which today means that identities and social 

projects often happen within the territorial bor-

ders of the nation-state.

A new mode of global governance through 

platforms can look different. When platforms 

transcend territorial boundaries, they create an 

opportunity for a new kind of global government 

that is more precise, transparent, anticipatory, 

behavioral and reflective than the UN or the 

multilateral trade and climate agreements that 

currently construct the system of global gover-

nance. 

 ■ Global transparency and precision. Previ-

ously, global governance interventions have 

been mostly focused on aggregate outputs 

and inputs of whole nations, measuring 

and monitoring for example gross domes-

tic product or carbon outputs. Governing 

through platforms can establish globally 

comparable measurements and even regula-

tions on the level of each individual or group. 

 ■ Global anticipation. Using global precise 

and transparent data provides previously 

unseen possibilities for anticipation. The new 

information links between different groups 

and subcultures, paired with AI analysis, can 

for example reduce whiplash effects in trade, 

jobs, and production and help in early inter-

ventions regarding poverty and war. 

 ■ Global-conscious behavior. A better collec-

tive visibility of the impact of actions can 

create new kinds of norms and practices. 

 ■ Global learning. Distributed learning cou-

pled with centralised decision-making can 

enhance global coordination in science, 

innovation and problem-solving. While each 

person, group, organisation and state has 

their own environments and specific con-

ditions, formalising the probable causes of 

decisions can help them to better actualise 

their values and desires. 

While there is a dire need for such a global 

governance system based partly on platform 

ecosystems, there are two massive risks too. 

The first risk is that it would be problematic to 

establish a global governance system on fully 

privatised infrastructure without collective de-

liberation. This risk calls for exploration of new 

ownership models for global platforms. What 

would a global governance mode owned by the 

people it governs, look like? 

The second risk is that the more powerful 

global governance system would require a more 

powerful global civil society to avoid the des-

potic Leviathan controlled by a superior global 

elite. What are the preconditions needed for civ-

ic society to understand, and provide oversight, 

on global platforms?

Thus, this vision of global platform gover-

nance comes with a caveat. The three confu-

sions described in this text can have serious 

consequences, if they are only partially clarified. 

The potential of platform governance is im-

mense, but this potential contains dangerous 

risks for collective well-being and freedom. The 

need for a social contract for platforms is imme-

diate and grave. Yet, it is important that the de-

sign of such a social contract doesn’t only start 

from the current and apparent tensions, but also 

has a more aspirational perspective. In the 21st 

century, we should put thinking and action also 

in reimagining how we want to be governed.
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