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Executive summary

Background

The influence of the economic and social activity facilitated by online platforms, the online platform
economy, has grown significantly. The products and services offered by online platforms have scaled rapidly
to become a core part of modern-day societies. Regulatory authorities have increasingly questioned the
concentration of market power in the hands of a small number of online platforms, and a small group of
online platforms is considered to hold an influential position, narrowing market access to potential
competitors and acting as a ‘gatekeeper’. With regard to issues of contestability and fairness within the
online platform economy, consumer-facing (B2C) platforms have received a significant amount of
attention; however, developments within the (business-facing) B2B platform space remain underexplored.
Lack of trust in platforms is seen to have hampered the initial emergence of B2B markets. Business users,

particularly SMEs, may be concerned over the trading practices of such platforms.

The European Commission has identified policy options, such as the Digital Markets Act and the Digital
Services Act, to ensure that online platform ecosystems remain fair and contestable. In particular, B2B
platform services, such as cloud services and the Industrial Internet of Things play an important role in
shaping the online platform ecosystem. The aim of this analytical paper is to understand developments

concerning B2B platforms, and the emerging issues that they may face and that they give rise to.

Research approach

The findings of this analytical paper have been identified using two research methods: a targeted literature

review, and semi-structured interviews with academic experts and industry stakeholders.

The targeted literature review was intended to offer perspectives on the characteristics of B2B platform
service; whether specific B2B services pose a risk to market contestability; the risks and harmful practices
that influence the competitiveness of B2B services, as well as possible mitigation measures; factors that may
reduce choice for business users with regard to B2B platforms; and any risks or obstacles relating to the use
of data from business users, its potential impacts on the online platforms themselves. In addition, in
consultation with DG CONNECT and DG GROW, additional supplementary literature searches were
undertaken to increase the information available on B2B platforms within an industrial context, including
B2B platforms relating to the Industrial Internet of Things, B2B platform contestability in an industrial

setting, and B2B online intermediation.
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The semi-structured interviews aimed to gain expert and industry perspectives on B2B platform services as
well as to identify gaps in the literature. We were particularly interested in seeking inputs from interviewees
on the following high-level topics: (a) characteristics of B2B platforms and services; (b) differences between
B2B and B2C platforms and services; (c) potentially harmful practices and factors contributing to risks to
contestability in the context of online B2B platforms; (d) potential measures to ensure the contestability of
online B2B platform services, as well as and intermediation in the B2B context; and (e) potential
implications for policy and policymakers when considering the fairness and contestability of online B2B
platform services. In total, we conducted 13 stakeholder interviews. These covered a range of countries and

stakeholder groups, including academia, industry, and the public sector.

Research findings

Through a review of the literature and stakeholder interviews, this study highlighted several key elements
relating to B2B platform services. The characterisation of B2B platforms is dependent on several factors
including network effects, economies of scale, the possibility of multi-homing, capacity constraints and
differentiation of services. The assessment of whether or not a B2B platform is multi-sided is likely to

depend on the specific service that it offers, as well as whether it enables third party transactions.

When assessing risks to future contestability with regard to specific B2B platform services, the quality of
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