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Abstract

Digital platforms are about cooperation and
network effects, but also about competition. Not
everything is shared. While platforms are often viewed
as sociotechnical entities, they can be observed also in
terms of common and private properties: what does an
actor share with others and what does it keep to itself,
and why? We observed a digital platform ecosystem to
understand the common and private properties of
different actors. The extant research has focused on the
common part, but the motivations for private activities
are especially relevant in the B2B context due to
different business models. Our findings show that in
addition to the common scope, platform ecosystem
actors rely on private properties when it provides them
a competitive advantage. The common and private
activities are inseparable.

Keywords: digital platforms, business-to-business,
platform dynamics, common and private

1. Introduction

Digital platforms are sociotechnical phenomena
that connect and bring stakeholders together. They are
based on digital technologies to utilize resources across
organizational boundaries, to reap the benefits of the
multi-actor cooperation and network effects (Gawer &
Cusumano, 2008). The relationships between the
organizations within a platform include competition,
cooperation, or their combination coopetition (Hannah
& Eisenhardt, 2018; Moore, 1993; Teece, 2017). The
platform, the organizations that use it, and their
interactions create sociotechnical systems where
technology is intertwined with human and social aspects
(Trist, 1981; Winter et al., 2014).

Whereas the sociotechnical systems originally
focused on activities within firm boundaries, the
emphasis has gradually shifted to observing activities
that are not limited to a single firm (Winter et al., 2014).
Platforms can be viewed as meta-organizations, or
organizations of organizations that are characterized by
closed couplings but less formal relationships (Chen et
al., 2021). This approach often focuses relationships and
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couplings between actors, with inter-organizational
information systems as one avenue (Lyytinen &
Damsgaard, 2011).

The interorganizational relationships contain a
varying degree of resource sharing and benefitting from
network effects (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014; Tan et al.,
2015), something that is common among the actors. Yet
there are activities or properties that are private to a
single actor. Examples of private properties include the
development of software features specifically for a
single organization (Smolander et al., 2021) or
organization-specific ways of using information
systems (Burton-Jones & Gallivan, 2007). These private
properties play a significant role in a sociotechnical
system.

The private properties are especially relevant in the
business-to-business (B2B) ecosystems where the
business models are different when compared to the
business-to-consumer  (B2C) world (Ritala &
Jovanovic, 2024). The differences are reflected both in
the architecture, how the ecosystems are built
(Foerderer et al., 2019), and in how they are governed
and used (Jovanovic et al., 2021). However, little is
known about the specifics of common and private
properties within a B2B platform ecosystem.

We selected a case from heavy industry where a
digital platform brings together multiple actors, each
with their private properties but also with a significant
common scope. The platform serves the wood supply
industry in Finland. Large industrial companies buy
wood and have outsourced major parts of the value
chain to separate contractor companies that rely on
heavy machinery in their operations. We explore the
common and private properties of information systems
and their use with the following research questions:

1. How are the common and private properties

related in a B2B platform ecosystem?

2.  Why do companies rely on both common and
private properties while cooperating on a
common platform?

Our study contributes to the topical theme of B2B
platforms by showing the motivations and consequences
of both common and private properties within a
platform ecosystem.
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2. Background

2.1. Platforms and Ecosystems

The technical view or definition of a digital
platform is an extensible code base (de Reuver et al.,
2018; Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013). The platform
facilitates interactions of different actors and it exists to
create value (Chen et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2015). There
is a focal actor, a platform owner in the center that
controls and provides means for extending the offering
of a platform (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013).
Complementors are the stakeholders that build on the
core provided by the focal actor (Hurni et al., 2022).
Together the focal actor and complementors serve the
needs of the end-users, building an ecosystem (lansiti &
Levien, 2004; Rodon Modol & Eaton, 2021). The
literature on ecosystems is divided into several streams
including  business, innovation, and platform
ecosystems  (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017,
Jacobides et al.,, 2018). In our study, we view
ecosystems as a network of actors around a digital
platform that share a focal value proposition (Adner,
2017). This is aligned with the concept of a business
ecosystem (Moore, 1993), where upstream and
downstream actors in the supply chain are connected
(Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017), and a focal or a
keystone actor aims at improving the overall health of
the ecosystem (lansiti & Levien, 2004). In the business
ecosystem organizations compete but also cooperate to
nurture a common market (lansiti & Levien, 2004;
Teece, 2017).

Despite the common interests and shared value
proposition there are still organization-specific needs.
This tension between the generic and the specific, as
noted by Davenport (1998), has in the past been
approached with configuration choices (Gosain, 2004)
or by developing tailored solutions (Smolander et al.,
2021).

Digital platforms and ecosystems in the B2B
context have differences when compared to B2C. The
characteristics of B2B platforms have been portrayed
for example by Shree et al. (2021) on platform adoption,
Ritala and Jovanovic (2024) on business models, and
Hasler et al. (2022) on platform manifestations in
general in the B2B domain. The differences between
B2B and B2C are related to the complexity of supply
chains, information systems functionality, or power
dynamics (Anderson et al., 2022; Foerderer et al., 2019;
Hasler et al., 2022), but they are rooted also in the
different business models of the B2B domain (Ritala &
Jovanovic, 2024). B2B platforms are often born
progressively, and they involve physical assets like
machinery and raw materials, aiming at both
competition and cooperation on an industry-wide scale

(Ritala & Jovanovic, 2024). As competition still persists
in a B2B digital platform ecosystem, not everything can
be shared among actors. In the B2B context there is
much that is not yet known about the balance between
competition and cooperation (Hasler et al., 2022) or
value creation (Anderson et al., 2022; Shree et al.,
2021). Private properties of digital platforms provide an
opportunity to study these themes.

2.2. Sociotechnical View

The intertwining of social and technical elements is
a key tenet of the socio-technical systems (STS).
Technological elements interact with human, or social
elements in organizational contexts, and the impact of
technologies is based on the combination of the two
elements (Trist, 1981; Winter et al., 2014). According to
Bostrom and Heinen (1977) the social system consists
of people and structure, while technology and tasks are
the elements of the technical system. They all interact
with each other. Sociotechnical systems are also
hierarchical (Trist, 1981). The components or
subsystems of a sociotechnical system exhibit features
of modularity: elements of a subsystem are tightly
connected with each other, but weakly with other
subsystems’ elements. The higher level system also
encapsulates its subsystems (Baldwin & Clark, 2000).

Sociotechnical systems were originally perceived
to occur within a single organization, so that the
organization is a container that encapsulates the two
elements (Winter et al., 2014). However, the
introduction of digital infrastructures and inter-
organizational information systems has shifted the focus
of research from single organizations to studies that
span  organizational boundaries (Lyytinen &
Damsgaard, 2011). Digital platforms are contemporary
arrangements for organizing across firm boundaries
(Gawer, 2020). The sociotechnical aspects have a strong
presence in how the architecture and governance of
platforms evolve together (Jovanovic et al., 2021;
Tiwana, 2013).

The traditional STS method has been viewed as
limited in its capabilities for addressing the multi-
organization context (Winter et al., 2014). To address
this deficiency, digital platforms and platform
ecosystems as sociotechnical systems can be described
with four dimensions: technical aspects, tasks, actors,
and structure (Kapoor et al., 2021). Technical aspects
include for example infrastructure including software
and hardware. Task is about acting and executing the
organization’s existential purpose, and it is done by the
actors within the structure of the ecosystem. Research
on platforms has focused mostly on technical aspects,
perhaps neglecting the sociotechnical point of view
(Kapoor et al., 2021). As sociotechnical studies have
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crossed firm boundaries, the emphasis has been on actor
dynamics and / or the open and closed aspects of
platforms (Eisenmann et al., 2009). While progressing
to this direction, the platform research has discussed for
example extending as a way of solving company-
specific needs (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013;
Rodon Modol & Eaton, 2021), but customizing
platforms or organization-specific ways of using them is
an understudied area. More research is required to
understand the platform dynamics in the B2B context
(Ritala & Jovanovic, 2024).

3. Research Method

To observe the dimensions of common and private
activities in a B2B platform ecosystem we performed a
longitudinal case study (Yin, 2018). We observed a B2B
digital platform ecosystem in wood supply in Finland.
Because it united groups of heterogenous actors and
their information systems, it offered a rich outlook over
the common and private properties. The ecosystem was
initiated by three large companies that buy wood from
the forest owners. The wood buyer companies have
outsourced the harvesting and transporting of the
purchased wood to their contractor companies. The
contractor companies own and operate the forest
machines that are used in performing the work.

The information systems in the wood supply have
been typically divided into two categories. The wood
buyers use enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems,
that have been and still are tailored solutions developed
by software companies specifically for the wood buyers.
The ERP systems contain the features and the data
related to higher level planning and reporting of forestry
working sites. The contractors use information systems
provided by the forest machine manufactures. These
systems are referred as control systems, and they are
used in operating the forest machines and planning the
daily work. The control systems rely on the data
provided by the ERP systems, and they deliver the data
about performed work back to the ERP systems.

As the three wood buyer companies had ERP
systems that required renewal, they decided to develop
a common solution instead of each company upgrading
their old systems separately. This joint effort led to the
creation of a digital platform, Forestry Platform (FPF),
that contained a set of functionalities that previously had
been in the ERP systems. These functionalities were
divided into a browser application for planning wood
supply operations, a Windows application to be used in
the forest machines, and an Android app. All these
applications were primarily used by the contractors,
along with the control systems provided by the machine
manufacturers. The wood buyers continued to use their
ERP systems that were connected to FPF core.

In addition to the applications the FPF had a
technological core offering standardized interfaces for
the ERP and control systems. The implementation of
FPF core and applications was outsourced to a software
company (SoftwareCo). Thus, a platform ecosystem
was born where SoftwareCo as the focal actor
developed the core, ERP providers and machine
manufacturers acted as complementors. The contractors
and the wood buyers were the end-users.

We used semi-structured interviews as our data
source. By adopting this approach, we were able to
delve deeper into specific themes during the interviews,
guided by the relevant context (Myers & Newman,
2007). The interviews were conducted in two rounds: in
2021 and in the spring of 2023. In the first round of
interviews the questions were grouped into four themes:
the idea of FPF, day-to-day operation, development, and
the community around FPF. These rather wide themes
also allowed for the emergence of concepts relevant in
B2B platform ecosystems. As our study progressed, the
second round of interviews was focused on how the
actors perceived the common and private properties and
their changes. The selection of interviewees aimed to
represent the diverse range of actors: wood buyers,
contractors that work for them, machine manufacturers,
SoftwareCo that operates FPF, and other stakeholders.
The full list of interviewees is provided in Table 1.
Because contractors are a very heterogenous group, we
strived to reach contractors of different size as well as
contractors that work for a single wood buyer or for
multiple wood buyers. In the table (S) denotes a small
contractor and (L) denotes a large contractor. A
contractor that works only for a single wood buyer is
indicated by (+) and a contractor that works for multiple
wood buyers with (++).

Table 1. List of Interviewees.

ID Organization Role Rounds
1 Wood procurement CEO 1,2
R&D company
Contractor 1 (L, +) Account Manager
Wood Buyer A Senior Vice
President,
Development
4 Wood Buyer B System Specialist 1,2
5 Wood Buyer C Development 1
Manager
6 Wood Buyer C Development 1
Specialist
7 Wood Buyer D SVP, Innovation 1
and Development
8 Wood Buyer C Team Lead, 1,2
Information
Management
9 Consulting Firm Project Manager 1
10 Wood Buyer A ICT Solution 1,2
Designer
11 Contractor 2 (L, ++) Manager 1
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12 Contractor 3 (L, ++) Manager 1
13 Contractor 4 (L, +) CEO 1
14 Contractor 5 (S, +) CEO 1
15 Wood Buyer D Solution Architect 1
16 Contractor 6 (S, +) CEO 1
17 SoftwareCo Product Owner 1,2
18 Wood Buyer E Manager 1
15 Wood Buyer D Solution Architect 1
19 Contractor 7 (L, +) CEO 1
20 Educational Teacher, Harvesting 1
Institution
21 SoftwareCo Service Manager 1
22 Machine Technical Customer 1,2
Manufacturer A Support Manager
23 SoftwareCo Service Manager
24 Wood Buyer F Manager
25 SoftwareCo Product Owner
26 SoftwareCo General Manager 1,2
27 SoftwareCo Key Account 1,2
Manager
28 Wood Buyer D Development 1,2
Manager,
Harvesting
29 Wood Buyer D Operations Manager
30 State-funded Specialist
organization
31 Machine Product Group 1
Manufacturer B Manager
32 Machine Technical Customer 2
Manufacturer C Support Manager
33 Wood Buyer G System Specialist 2

In our analysis we followed the principles of
grounded theory (Urquhart, 2023). The interviewees’
perceptions of common and private presented us a
picture where in addition to the shared elements there
were both technological and social components that
were private to a single actor. The initial coding was
used to identify the common and private properties.
While coding and collecting our data, common and
private properties emerged especially from the wood
buyer organizations. This is why we had an emphasis on
the wood buyers during the second round. Gradually we
reached a saturation when no new common or private
properties came up in our data. We then continued to
look at the context and process: a chain of conditions,
actions, and consequences (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
There were conditions for both common and private
properties of the different actors. These caused different
actions, resulting in consequences. Thus, the categories
that emerged from our data pointed us towards
understanding why actors relied on private activities
while operating on a common ground, and what were
the consequences of this division. This became the main
theme or core category of our research (Corbin &
Strauss, 2015), which is summarized in Figure 1.

4. Findings

We start our findings from the perceptions of
common and private properties within the FPF
ecosystem. With the term property we refer to
circumstances or activities that occur within the
platform ecosystem. These properties are specific to a
certain actor, or they can be shared among several
actors. The actors themselves considered something
common if the property was shared openly by two or
more stakeholders. Common did not necessarily mean
that it was common to all the actors. An essential
element of common was its disclosure also to the non-
participants. For example, the development of new
features into the platform core was considered common,
although not all the wood buyer organizations were
going to utilize the new features. This required that the
scope and resourcing of the development was known to
all the actors involved in the decision making about the
new features.

Respectively, private property was something that
was owned, initiated, or enacted by a single actor only,
and not visible to the others. The results of private
activities were available only to the involved actor.
However, a special case of a private activity was when
two actors engaged in an activity, which was not
completely visible to the others, although the others
likely were aware of it. An example of this category was
the development of certain new features into FPF core,
initiated by a single wood buyer.

These properties were grouped into conditions,
actions, and consequences. Conditions identify different
circumstances that are either common or private to an
actor. The actions are then responses, either common by
multiple actors or private by a single actor to the
circumstances. Finally, consequences describe the
results of the common and private actions.

4.1. Conditions

The common and private conditions are
summarized in Table 2. The wood supply in Finland is
rather heavily regulated domain. There are laws for the
management and utilization of forests, methods for the
measurement of wood, and restricting unfair business
practices. In the environment defined by the legislation
the high-level processes are very similar: “Probably the
biggest reason is that the processes and the overall
operations model are very similar for all the wood buyer
companies” (Project Manager, Consulting Firm). Wood
buyers purchase wood from the forest owners,
contractors harvest and transport the wood to be used in
pulp or wood-product industries or for energy
production. This needs to be done as cost-effectively as
possible: “everybody has the same needs, the wood has
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to be transported to the roadside storage with the
smallest possible cost, and perhaps increase the
productivity a bit” (Technical customer support
manager, Machine Manufacturer C).

Table 2. Common and private conditions.

Common Conditions

Private Conditions

e Regulation

o High-level processes

o Data flow

e Complexity in information
systems

e Priorities based on actor
strategies

o Lower-level processes

o Company-specific
operations models

e Ageing ERP systems

This high-level process is realized in the data flow
across the information systems. The ERP systems
contain the data about the working sites, and this data
was previously sent directly to the different control
systems. The control systems provided production data
back to the ERP systems during and after the harvesting.
However, there was complexity in the interactions of
various ERP and control systems. Although regulated
by an international standard, the data exchange between
ERP and control systems suffered from system-specific
implementations that increased complexity. The ERP
systems were also reaching a point where they needed
to be upgraded or replaced.

The common conditions were accompanied by the
private ones. Although the wood buyers emphasized the
common conditions there were private motivations as
well. SoftwareCo had its own interests as well. FPF was
positioned as a part of the company’s portfolio, to be
sold to other markets as well: “it is part of service
offering, our overall solution for the value chain in the
wood supply and in this sense one module of our
portfolio” (General Manager, SoftwareCo).

The machine manufacturers’ strategy was to
maintain their positions in the value chain, not only
providing the forest machines but also software
solutions. The idea of a common platform was
considered as a possible threat to machine manufacturer
business because of potential overlaps in functionality
between the FPF core and the control systems. But this
view was not shared by all manufacturers: “To be
honest, we don’t see SoftwareCo as our competitor, but
perhaps [another manufacturer] did see it that way at
that time” (Technical Customer Support Manager,
Machine Manufacturer A).

The social level of private conditions included the
lower-level processes of the different actors and
company-specific operations. They were private to a
single actor or a pair of actors. There were differences
in the core businesses of the wood buyer: for example,
how the wood buyers defined the bucking instructions,
which outlined the criteria for optimal harvesting: how
to cut the wood so that it is as profitable as possible. The

relationships of the wood buyers and their contractors
were different across companies in respect to how the
wood buyers directed their contractors, including the
level of autonomy. In the contractor operations there
was variance for instance in how the forest machines
were operated across different working sites.

4.2. Actions

Within the area of common properties, the
conditions spurred common actions, which are
presented in Table 3. The wood buyers aimed at creating
a single information system for their contractors “that
perform forestry works, so that they can plan their own
work, know what to do, and where to do it” (Team Lead,
Wood Buyer C). The new system would reduce the
complexity due to multiple separate systems and create
possibilities for the contractors to enhance their
business.

Table 3. Common and private actions.

Common Actions Private Actions

o Development of FPF original | e Development of peripheral

scope: features and systems
interfaces o Development of proprietary
e Governance: public decision FPF features

making, financing, resource
allocation

¢ Dealing with financial data

e Managing contractor-wood
buyer relationships

o Company-specific ways to
utilize the platform.

The common properties included the development
of the platform core: its features and interfaces. The
scope of the platform core was designed to meet the
common requirements of the wood buyers: “when we
were discussing the specifications [of the FPF core],
everyone had their own needs but in the end we had to
find the common scope, a solution for this industry”
(SVP, Wood Buyer D).

While the FPF interfaces were common for the
interactions between the FPF core and the ERP and
control systems, these peripheral systems were private
because they were utilized (ERP systems) or owned
(control systems) by a single actor. Their development
was driven by a single organization and its strategy in
contrast to the common FPF development activities.

Another key principle stemming from the common
conditions was that all wood buyers needed to be treated
equally. To achieve this, the founding wood buyers
designed the first wversion of FPF governance
framework, and it was later refined with SoftwareCo.
The framework defined the decision rights within the
scope of the common property: what were the decision-
making structures and protocols, who were the
participants, and how the financing of the development
would be handled. The wood buyers included a
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mechanism where SoftwareCo was required to spend a
portion of the recurring revenue for the development of
new features into the platform core. This also meant that
the company needed to allocate the corresponding
amount of developer resources to the common
development. Because the common needs were not all
that there was, some wood buyers relied on privately
financing the development of features that were critical
to them, but not for the others. However, something
financed privately should not compromise the common
scope: “a company can order a proprietary feature, but
it has to pay for its development. And this proprietary
feature must not endanger the use of FPF core features”
(SVP, Wood Buyer A). This type of development that
started out as private could turn into common, if or when
other wood buyers recognized its usefulness and wanted
to join the development.

The new platform was also an instrument for the
private properties. The wood buyers had agreed in the
beginning to exclude any and all financial data from FPF
scope and instead handle that information completely in
their ERP systems: “[FPF] stayed out of financials
because it sent only data about amounts [of wood],
hours spent, or basis for some extra rates, and it was the
responsibility of the other end to handle the financials”
(System Specialist, Wood Buyer B). Moreover, the
contractual relationship of a wood buyer and its
contractor was defined and evaluated as a completely
private property, between the two actors.

An important private property was the ability to
utilize the platform in company-specific ways. This was
done both by wood buyers and contractors. For
example, one of the wood buyers had a dedicated group
of employees that used the platform ways specific to that
company. It required developing proprietary features
into FPF core: “this group of our employees will start
using FPF this spring. Because of that we needed
certain modifications. Although the changes were only
for us, they were included in a [common] release that
fits our schedule.” (Development Specialist, Wood
Buyer C). So, the private property and its
implementation had to be negotiated with others and in
respect to the common scope. From SoftwareCo’s point
of view private development was attractive because it
generated extra revenue from the implementation work.

Another example of private properties was the
differences in the way the wood buyers sent working
sites via the platform core to their contractor companies:
“Our way of creating working sites is very different
from the other wood buyers, resulting in a great number
of working sites” (Solution Architect, Wood Buyer D).
Both of these examples portrayed a feature that is
private yet critical to the wood buyer.

The private activities were not limited to the wood
buyers. Contractors were utilizing the FPF core for

intra-company communication: “One driver called me
this week that he has added these extra symbols on the
map but don’t wonder, they are for the other machine
drivers so that they know which route has been
prepared. Because we pay for the system | encourage
them use the system in all the possible ways you can
think of.” (Manager, Contractor 7).

4.3. Consequences of Common and Private

The consequences of the common and private
properties are listed in Table 4. They were common,
private, and partially mixed. This revealed the
intertwined nature of the common and private. The
consequences created or were reflected in the new
conditions.

There was a consensus among the interviewees that
FPF ecosystem served the actors rather well. The
common core had decreased the overall complexity of
information systems: contractors no longer needed
company-specific systems. The common scope
provided functionality required by the contractors and
the wood buyers. By implementing the common core,
the actors had also collected a vast amount of business-
critical data to a single location, instead of having it
spread across many different systems: “It is much easier
to access the data if needed. Because it is in the same
system.” (CEO, Wood procurement R&D company).
This was seen as an enabler of further common
development.

Regarding the development of new features,
common was first perceived positively. When there
were more than one customer paying for the
implementation, the cost per actor was less. The
mechanism for funding the common development
decreased the need for wood buyer financing. These
benefitted all the actors.

Table 4. Consequences of common and private.
Consequences

e Common solution to the common scope

o Private features serving proprietary needs, to maintain or
gain competitive edge

o Data as an enabler of further common development

o Slow speed and resource shortage in development, both
common and private

o Transparency issues and decreased trust, both common
and private

o Faceless customer in common governance

o Complexity in architecture and governance, both
common and private

o Properties with potential for common remained private as
FPF matured

e Increased flexibility via solutions that combined common
and private

But this positive side was accompanied by
problems related to the common development. The
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wood buyers considered it much slower compared to
proprietary development of ERP prior to the era of FPF.
The slow speed was perceived to block further
development: “We got frustrated at trying to implement
our needs, if the implementation takes two years.” (ICT
Solution Designer, Wood Buyer A). The slowness was
due to at least two factors: reaching a compromise and
resourcing the development.

Setting the priorities in developing the new features
into FPF core was difficult due to multiple stakeholders,
who although having agreed to the common scope still
had private strategies. An additional factor was the
complexity due to relying on common communication
standards: “all the message contents have to be agreed
together which is a good thing but of course it can slow
things down” (Development Manager, Wood Buyer C).
Sometimes this involved arguing for your case, as the
others had to accept a development request to be part of
the common scope. The sufficiency of developer
resources was also questioned, especially if common
activities were perceived to suffer from allocating the
developer resources to private development: “when the
wood buyer specific features were implemented, that
must have consumed the [development] resources so
that the common development started lagging”
(Account manager, Contractor 1).

These issues were visible during our first round of
interviews, but it was perceived even worse during the
second round. Common was even interpreted as
“faceless” by a representative of the wood buyers: “The
customers are faceless. ... Because FPF does not have
a single customer with a face, does the SoftwareCo have
a different kind of interest to get things moving,
compared to a situation where there is a single customer
with a face?” (ICT Solution Designer, Wood Buyer A).

4.4. Common and Private Intertwined

The wood buyers’ commitment to common
activities was strong in the beginning but started to
diminish as the platform matured. Although for example
development needs originating from sustainability
requirements were the same for all wood buyers as they
originated from standards and legislation, these features
were not channeled into the pipeline of the common
development.

Whereas during the early years SoftwareCo
preferred private development due to the one-time
project revenue it generated, this started to look less
attractive as the platform matured and grew installed
base. However, the private development activities
between SoftwareCo and a single wood buyer appeared
sometimes as shrouded decision-making and resourcing
to the others, although SoftwareCo saw that the
contractual obligations defined by the governance

framework were met, and resourcing details beyond that
were private.

As the result of the private development, the core of
FPF contained not only generic and common
functionality but features that were specific to a certain
customer company. This increased the architectural
complexity of the core. Governing the development
activities became more difficult due to the resourcing
but also communication and decision making. This
decreased the overall trust in the platform ecosystem.

Originally the common and private development
were separate activities. There was some degree of
customization available in FPF, but it was rather limited
and more was required: “when thinking about the future
and the use of FPF within different wood buyers, what
kind of possibilities there would via wood buyer specific
settings to control certain features ” (Solution Architect,
Wood Buyer D). As the platform matured, features were
developed that had a technologically common
implementation, but allowed for organization-specific
ways of using the platform. In other words,
implementation was common, but it enabled private use.
An example of this category was the self-assessment of
the working site that is done by the contractor when the
site is completed. All wood buyers required the
assessments, but the exact content was different across
companies. The SoftwareCo suggested to “implement a
feature where the customers can themselves define the
content of the assessment, and then the message [to the
ERP system] could handle all the questions and their
answers, it stretches just as you want to” (Product
Owner, SoftwareCo). This type of development was
desirable from the SoftwareCo’s point of view, too, as it
increased the flexibility of FPF and the fit for new wood
buyers.

To summarize, neither the common nor the private
properties alone were sufficient, both were required for
the platform ecosystem to function. Areas where actors
did not compete directly were a fertile ground for
common properties. When a common property was not
applicable, private was tried instead, for instance to gain
or maintain a competitive advantage. While common
conditions resulted in common actions and private
conditions resulted in private actions, the consequences
were a mix of common and private, which were then
reflected in new conditions, as shown in Figure 1.

'S

Common conditions ] [ Private conditions ]

Common Private
actions actions

Common and private
consequencesintertwined

Figure 1. Conditions, actions, and consequences
summarized.
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5. Discussion

Cooperation, shared activities, and network effects
are in the heart of inter-organizational information
systems (Lyytinen & Damsgaard, 2011) and platform
ecosystems (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014). The platform
genesis and adoption has been studied in various
settings, including B2B domains (Anderson et al., 2022;
Gawer & Cusumano, 2008). We add to this stream of
research with our case where the business ecosystem
existed before the platform. The platform was initiated
by the wood buyers, actors that despite competing with
each other, found a common scope for cooperation. The
platform genesis resembled a coring strategy but instead
of a single company creating the platform (Gawer &
Cusumano, 2008), there was a joint sociotechnical
effort. A key success factor was the focal position of the
wood buyers in the supply chain (Anderson etal., 2022).

The more complex nature of B2B (Foerderer et al.,
2019) can mean that a tipping strategy where a company
tries to “win a platform war” (Gawer & Cusumano,
2008) is more difficult to execute. Notably, another
group of actors — the machine manufacturers — did not
have the intention or means to cooperate, and neither
were they able to implement tipping. This may also
reflect the fact that although ERP systems are complex,
they are often designed to be solutions for generic needs
(Strong & Volkoff, 2010). The common scope defined
by a certain set of actors may not be suitable to other
actors that join the common ground later. Also, the
originally defined common may change over time even
across the actors that defined it in the first place. The
changing definitions of common are based on the social
aspects and changes in them are then reflected in the
technological aspects (Trist, 1981). The development of
the platform core in B2B context is in this sense similar
to the development of ERP systems, where the vendor
is engaged in negotiating with their customers to find a
balance (Winter et al., 2014).

The existence of private properties in the platform
ecosystem indicates that organization-specific solutions
are still needed (Smolander et al., 2021). Common
activities within an ecosystem are generic, but tailored
or private activities can create a competitive advantage
especially in the enterprise world (Davenport, 1998),
when configurability is not enough (Gosain, 2004).

Complementors in B2B platform ecosystems are
more specialized and there are less of them compared to
B2C (Ritala & Jovanovic, 2024), which means that
actors may be tempted or even forced to look for the
implementation of their private requirements in the
common core. This may also be due to the complexity
in the supply chains and in the functionality of ERP
systems (Anderson et al., 2022; Foerderer et al., 2019).
However, when the private activities result in

architectural changes in the platform core, there is a risk
of the core becoming too heavy (Rodon Modol & Eaton,
2021). This risk is not straightforward to tackle. To
address these issues of customization, private properties
of a digital platform emerge as one solution. The
customization as the technological dimension of private
is then accompanied by the social as companies utilize
the platform ecosystem according to their business
operations model, seeking a competitive advantage
(Davenport, 1998). Value creation and maintaining
vitality are crucial factors for B2B platform ecosystems
(Anderson et al., 2022), and balancing of private and
common is part of these activities.

The division into common and private resemble the
division into social and technological. First, in both
classifications an activity is in either of the categories,
not in both at the same time. As social and technical
elements exist together and have a mutual impact on
each other (Winter et al., 2014), so do the common and
private. Private activities such as development of
tailored features can have an effect on the common
development in terms of developer resourcing. Also, the
technological common can be used in private ways, or
if the technological common does not meet all the needs,
private technological elements can be developed to
reach the business goals of an organization. Finally, as
the development of sociotechnical systems requires
joint optimization and not focusing only on either
element (Winter et al., 2014), a similar setting is with
common and private activities.

Adding the private and common points of view to
observing the dimensions of sociotechnical systems
increases our understanding of B2B platforms. Platform
ecosystems as social structures consist technical
aspects, tasks, structures, and actors (Kapoor et al.,
2021). Common and private intersect with all except the
last one, actors. In the technical dimension the core and
periphery are vital to the platform ecosystem (Kapoor et
al., 2021). When observing the common and private
properties within the technological dimension, the
private features are aimed at value creation and
appropriation for a certain actor, on top of the value
provided by the common elements. The private
properties may make the platform more attractive to that
actor by increasing the possibilities for value
appropriation (Chen et al., 2021), compared to a
situation where the platform offered only the common
elements.

The tasks dimension is about acting out the
organization’s purpose in alignment with other
stakeholders (Kapoor et al., 2021). While the alignment
is realized in the common activities, it does not cover
everything and everyone. Private properties provide a
way for the misaligned needs. The private activities can
be viewed as social modularity. One of the principles of
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modularity is information hiding: the implementation
details are concealed from the other elements with only
an exposed interface (Baldwin & Clark, 2000). In social
modularity organizations aim to hide or encapsulate
activities completely from other actors, which can be
viewed as another way to gain competitive edge.

Our study has two implications for practice. First,
in B2B platform ecosystems the focus should be on
identifying the scope of the common properties, starting
from areas where companies are not directly competing
with each other. Second, because of the private
properties, the customized company-specific processes
and activities, companies seek also private solutions.
This may be more difficult to achieve in a B2B platform
ecosystem, which in turn may have an impact on the
scopes of the platform core and peripheral systems.
More research is needed to verify is this the case.

Because we conducted qualitative research, the
concerns for validity cannot be completely eliminated
(Maxwell, 1992). Understanding the stakeholders’
perceptions of events is a key element of interpretive
validity. This is why we conducted two rounds of
interviews, aiming at data triangulation (Yin, 2018). The
first author was responsible for data collecting and
analysis, but the second author inspected and drew
attention to any interpretations that were not based on
the data. Regarding the generalizability of our results,
by focusing first on two central actors, the wood buyers
and SoftwareCo, we have casted light on the concepts
of common and private (Yin, 2018). This opens up an
avenue for further studies observing different actors and
their perceptions of common and private.

6. Conclusion

Information systems in general and digital
platforms specifically have been observed as
sociotechnical systems having multiple dimensions. Our
case study based on two rounds of semi-structured
interviews discovered another way to look at a B2B
platform ecosystem. We portray the scope of digital
platform in the B2B context by describing the common
and the private properties within the platform
ecosystem. Both common and private activities have
their benefits but also downsides. Not everything within
a digital platform takes place in the same way and within
the same common scope. Cooperation does not
eliminate  the need for organization-specific
development or utilization of digital platforms. A
common solution is only a partial solution. Thus,
common and private are inseparable.

Our research contributes to the topical theme of
B2B platforms by providing knowledge about the
motivations of companies that participate in platform
efforts. Companies rely on private properties that can be

both technological and social. The private properties are
utilized to gain competitive edge, when the companies
need more flexibility, or when sensitive information
such as financials is involved. On the other hand,
companies rely on common properties in areas where
the competition is not direct.

The common and private properties are especially
relevant in a B2B context because the markets may be
more limited compared to B2C. Companies need to look
after their specific interests more carefully. With the
increasing importance of B2B platform research, our
study will provide several avenues for future research.

7. References

Aarikka-Stenroos, L., & Ritala, P. (2017). Network
management in the era of ecosystems: Systematic review
and management framework. Industrial Marketing
Management, 67, 23-36.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2017.08.010

Adner, R. (2017). Ecosystem as Structure: An Actionable
Construct for Strategy—Ron Adner, 2017. Journal of
Management, 43(1), 39-58.

Anderson, E. G., Lopez, J.,, & Parker, G. G. (2022).
Leveraging value creation to drive the growth of B2B
platforms. Production and Operations Management,
31(12), 4501-4514. https://doi.org/10.1111/poms.13866

Baldwin, C., & Clark, K. B. (2000). Design Rules. The Power
of Modularity. MIT Press.

Bostrom, R. P., & Heinen, J. S. (1977). MIS Problems and
Failures: A Socio-Technical Perspective PART I: THE
CAUSES. MIS Quarterly, 1(3), 17-32.
https://doi.org/10.2307/248710

Burton-Jones, A., & Gallivan, M. J. (2007). Toward a Deeper
Understanding of System Usage in Organizations: A
Multilevel Perspective. MIS Quarterly, 31(4), 657-679.
https://doi.org/10.2307/25148815

Chen, L., Tong, T. W., Tang, S., & Han, N. (2021).
Governance and Design of Digital Platforms: A Review
and Future Research Directions on a Meta-Organization.
Journal of Management, 01492063211045023.
https://doi.org/10.1177/01492063211045023

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. L. (2015). Basics of qualitative
research: Techniques and procedures for developing
grounded theory (Fourth Edition). SAGE.

Davenport, T. H. (1998). Putting the Enterprise into the
Enterprise System. Harvard Business Review, 76(4),
121-131.

de Reuver, M., Sgrensen, C., & Basole, R. C. (2018). The
Digital Platform: A Research Agenda. Journal of
Information Technology, 33(2), 124-135.
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41265-016-0033-3

Eisenmann, T., Parker, G., & Van Alstyne, M. (2009).
Opening platforms: How, when and why? In Platforms,
Markets and Innovation (pp. 131-162). Edward Elgar
Publishing.

Foerderer, J., Kude, T., Schuetz, S. W., & Heinzl, A. (2019).
Knowledge boundaries in enterprise software platform
development: Antecedents and consequences for

Page 6390



platform governance. Information Systems Journal,
29(1), 119-144. https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12186

Gawer, A. (2020). Digital platforms’ boundaries: The
interplay of firm scope, platform sides, and digital
interfaces. Long Range Planning, 54(5), 102045.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.1rp.2020.102045

Gawer, A., & Cusumano, M. (2008). How Companies Become
Platform Leaders. MIT Sloan Management Review,
49(2), 28-35.

Gawer, A., & Cusumano, M. A. (2014). Industry Platforms
and Ecosystem Innovation. Journal of Product
Innovation Management, 31(3), 417-433.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12105

Ghazawneh, A., & Henfridsson, O. (2013). Balancing
platform control and external contribution in third-party
development:  The boundary resources model.
Information  Systems  Journal, 23(2), 173-192.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2012.00406.x

Gosain, S. (2004). Enterprise Information Systems as Objects
and Carriers of Institutional Forces: The New Iron Cage?
Journal of the Association for Information Systems, 5(4),
151-182. https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00049

Hannah, D. P., & Eisenhardt, K. M. (2018). How firms
navigate cooperation and competition in nascent
ecosystems. Strategic Management Journal, 39(12),
3163-3192. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2750

Hasler, D., Krumay, B., & Schallmo, D. (2022).
Characteristics of Digital Platforms from a B2B
Perspective — A Systematic Literature Review. PACIS
2022 Proceedings. https://aisel.aisnet.org/pacis2022/199

Hurni, T., Huber, T. L., & Dibbern, J. (2022). Power dynamics
in software platform ecosystems. Information Systems
Journal, 32(2), 310-343.
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12356

lansiti, M., & Levien, R. (2004). The Keystone Advantage:
What the New Dynamics of Business Ecosystems Mean
for Strategy, Innovation, and Sustainability. Harvard
Business Review Press.

Jacobides, M. G., Cennamo, C., & Gawer, A. (2018). Towards
a theory of ecosystems. Strategic Management Journal,
39(8), 2255-2276. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2904

Jovanovic, M., Sjodin, D., & Parida, V. (2021). Co-evolution
of platform architecture, platform services, and platform
governance: Expanding the platform value of industrial
digital platforms. Technovation, 102218.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2020.102218

Kapoor, K., Ziaee Bigdeli, A., Dwivedi, Y. K., Schroeder, A.,
Beltagui, A., & Baines, T. (2021). A socio-technical view
of platform ecosystems: Systematic review and research
agenda. Journal of Business Research, 128, 94-108.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.01.060

Lyytinen, K., & Damsgaard, J. (2011). Inter-organizational
information systems adoption — a configuration analysis
approach. European Journal of Information Systems,
20(5), 496-509. https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2010.71

Maxwell, J. (1992). Understanding and Validity in Qualitative
Research. Harvard Educational Review, 62(3), 279-301.
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.62.3.8323320856251826

Moore, J. F. (1993, May 1). Predators and Prey: A New
Ecology of Competition. Harvard Business Review,
71(3), 75-86.

Myers, M. D., & Newman, M. (2007). The qualitative
interview in IS research: Examining the craft.
Information and  Organization, 17(1), 2-26.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2006.11.001

Ritala, P., & Jovanovic, M. (2024). Platformizers,
orchestrators, and guardians: Three types of B2B
platform business models. In A. Aagaard & C. Nielsen
(Eds.), Business Model Innovation: Game Changers and
Contemporary Issues. Palgrave Macmillan.

Rodon Modol, J., & Eaton, B. (2021). Digital infrastructure
evolution as generative entrenchment: The formation of
a core—periphery structure. Journal of Information
Technology, 36(4), 342-364.
https://doi.org/10.1177/02683962211013362

Shree, D., Kumar Singh, R., Paul, J., Hao, A., & Xu, S. (2021).
Digital platforms for business-to-business markets: A
systematic review and future research agenda. Journal of
Business Research, 137, 354-365.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.031

Smolander, K., Rossi, M., & Pekkola, S. (2021). Heroes,
contracts, cooperation, and processes: Changes in
collaboration in a large enterprise systems project.
Information &  Management, 58(2), 103407.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.im.2020.103407

Strong, D. M., & Volkoff, O. (2010). Understanding
Organization--Enterprise  System Fit: A Path to
Theorizing the Information Technology Artifact. MIS
Quarterly, 34(4), 731-756.
https://doi.org/10.2307/25750703

Tan, B., Pan, S,, Lu, X., & Huang, L. (2015). The Role of IS
Capabilities in the Development of Multi-Sided
Platforms: The Digital Ecosystem Strategy of
Alibaba.com. Journal of the Association for Information
Systems, 16(4). https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00393

Teece, D. J. (2017). Dynamic Capabilities and (Digital)
Platform Lifecycles. In Entrepreneurship, Innovation,
and Platforms (Vol. 37, pp. 211-225). Emerald

Publishing  Limited.  https://doi.org/10.1108/S0742-
332220170000037008
Tiwana, A. (2013). Platform Ecosystems: Aligning

Architecture, Governance, and Strategy. Newnes.

Trist, E. L. (1981). The evolution of socio-technical systems
(Vol. 2). Ontario Quality of Working Life Centre
Toronto.

Urquhart, C. (2023). Grounded theory for qualitative research:
A practical guide. In Grounded theory for qualitative
research: A practical guide (Second edition.). SAGE
Publications Ltd.

Winter, S., Berente, N., Howison, J., & Butler, B. (2014).
Beyond the organizational ‘container’: Conceptualizing
21st century sociotechnical work. Information and
Organization, 24(4), 250-269.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2014.10.003

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications:
Design and methods. In Case study research and
applications: Design and methods (Sixth edition.).
SAGE.

Page 6391



