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ABSTRACT 

 

In many platform ecosystems that emerge in complex environments such as in the enter-

prise software industry, customers act as developers by creating solutions on the platform for 

their own use. Acknowledging these ‘customers as developers’ changes how platform owners 

apply governance in their platform ecosystems. Customers as developers do not trigger indirect 

network effects⎯the reason why platform ecosystems typically scale fast⎯and require different 

tools and resources for value creation. We conducted a multi-year grounded theory study on a 

cloud platform of an enterprise resource planning (ERP) software vendor to understand the phe-

nomenon of customers as developers. To co-create value with customers as developers, platform 

owners need to ensure compatibility of the platform to the customers’ IT landscape and to foster 

exchange among customers and their implementation partners. To capture value, platform own-

ers need to find alternatives to revenue sharing such as access fees or indirect value capture 

through absorption and lock-in. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Platform ecosystems in the software industry are considered to include two sides that in-

teract on the platform. One consists of third-party developers that build applications. The other 

consists of customers who use these applications (Hein et al., 2019; Tiwana, 2014). However, for 

software platforms in the enterprise software industry, we increasingly observe ‘customers as 

developers’. Thereby, customers want to solve a problem they experience, for which they do not 

find a standardized solution. They implement this solution on the platform for their own use. 

They do not aim at selling this solution to others; it remains within their organizational bounda-

ries. 

IS literature on software platforms has focused on two-sided platform ecosystems and, so 

far, has not considered the role of customers as developers. In two-sided platform ecosystems, 

platform owners apply platform governance to incentivize third-party developers to join the plat-

form ecosystem and to spark indirect network effects⎯triggering further growth of the ecosys-

tem (Tiwana, 2014). For example, platform owners set the degree of platform openness that at-

tracts third-party developers, while staying in control of the ecosystem (Karhu, Gustafsson, & 

Lyytinen, 2018). Boundary resources for third-party developers support the co-creation of value 



 

in the ecosystem (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013) and platform owners apply pricing and rev-

enue sharing to capture a share of value from the ecosystem (Oh, Koh, & Raghunathan, 2015). 

While these findings help platform owners to attract and manage third-party developers 

in two-sided platform ecosystems, they do not consider the requirements of customers as devel-

opers that use the platform to develop their own applications. Customers as developers are not 

attracted by indirect network effects, and they expect different technological openness and re-

sources for their development activities. They join the platform when they see a benefit for their 

business. Direct network effects between customers that are active on the platform can support 

adoption.  

When failing to acknowledge the group of customers as developers, platform owners 

miss out a significant opportunity for ecosystem growth. They might find their ecosystems with-

ering as third-party developers’ applications do not address specific customer needs. In this study 

we therefore aim at improving our empirical understanding of how platform owners govern plat-

form ecosystems with customers as developers. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

This study on the role of customers as developers in platform ecosystems builds on IS lit-

erature on platform governance. To create successful platform ecosystems, platform owners need 

to govern value creation in their ecosystems. This covers both co-creating value with third-party 

developers and capturing a share of that value (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Schreieck, 

Wiesche, & Krcmar, 2017). Platform governance for value co-creation covers balancing a plat-

form’s openness with control mechanisms, and providing boundary resources for third-party de-

velopers; platform governance for value capture comprises pricing strategies and revenue shar-

ing, absorption, and lock-in (Schreieck, Wiesche, & Krcmar, 2016a; Tiwana, 2014). 

Openness refers to “the easing of restrictions on the use, development and commerciali-

zation of a technology” (Boudreau, 2010: 1851). A platform ecosystem can be opened by grant-

ing third-party developers access to the platform in order to create and market complementary 

applications. Openness needs to be balanced with control to enable generativity in the ecosystem 

while a high level of quality is maintained (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Manner, Maertl, & 

Schermann, 2013). Control refers to how the platform sets and enforces standards in the platform 

ecosystem, for example related to the behavior of third-party developers and the quality of their 

applications (e.g., Goldbach & Benlian, 2015). The provision of boundary resources represents 

a further key mechanism to govern value co-creation. Boundary resources are tools, documenta-

tion, events or other resources that enable value co-creation by third-party developers in platform 

ecosystems (Schreieck, Wiesche, & Krcmar, 2016b). Pricing and revenue sharing has been 

studied as a governance mechanism to capture value in platform ecosystems (Oh et al., 2015). 

Revenue sharing refers to payment flows within the platform ecosystem and how they are dis-

tributed between the platform owner and third-party developers. As indirect mechanism for value 

capture, absorption includes measures taken by the platform owner to absorb functionality into 

the platform core, such as acquiring and imitating successful third-party applications (Schreieck 

et al., 2017). Lastly, by creating lock-in effects for third-party developers or customers, platform 

owners can strengthen their position for future monetization. With lock-in, the barriers for third-

party developers or customers to migrate to competitors are raised (Rai & Tang, 2014). 

This accumulated body of knowledge on platform governance builds on the understand-

ing that platform owners govern an ecosystem of third-party developers. The phenomenon of 



 

customers that act as developers and the implications of this phenomenon on platform govern-

ance has not been discussed in literature. 

 

METHOD 

 

To address our research question on how platform owners create value in platform eco-

systems with costumers as developers, we conducted a multi-year grounded theory study (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Wiesche, Jurisch, Yetton, & Krcmar, 2017) on an ERP software vendor’s cloud 

platform. Acknowledging the evolution of the vendor’s cloud platform over time and its learning 

on how to govern customers as developers in the platform ecosystem, our study covers a time-

span of seven years since the initial announcement of the cloud platform. In sum, we conducted 

61 interviews in two series and collected additional secondary data such as meeting minutes, 

blog entries, reports, videos from developer conferences, and memos from customer and partner 

workshops. 

For data analysis, we engaged in an iterative coding approach. After a phase of open cod-

ing that yielded more than 600 open codes associated with more than 900 interview quotes, we 

applied axial and selective coding to identify categories in the codes and to identify relationships 

between these categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Following the principle of constant compari-

son (Urquhart, Lehmann, & Myers, 2010), we returned to the data whenever a relationship 

emerged in the selective coding to verify its grounding in the data. By creating memos in the 

process of coding, we captured ideas on concepts and their relationships early in the analysis.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Since the start of the ERP vendor’s cloud platform, customers could use the platform to 

develop applications for their own use. However, this was long seen as secondary purpose of the 

platform, while the scalable third-party marketplace was in the focus. This changed with a re-

branding of the platform in 2016, when the focus of value creation started to shift to the customer 

as developer. Customers as developers can either develop applications themselves or work to-

gether with associated implementation partners to develop customer-specific applications. While 

large corporations have the means to develop applications with their internal IT, small and medi-

um-sized companies often work together with implementation partners because they do not have 

the required skills in-house. For the different kind of customers as developers, the ERP vendor 

engaged in platform governance to support value co-creation and capture. 

With regard to governance for value co-creation, the ERP vendor, first, established 

backward compatibility to on-premises solutions customers were using. Migrating old on-

premises applications to the cloud platform and leveraging some of the new functionality of the 

platform was a straightforward way for customers to have first applications running on the plat-

form. Second, the ERP vendor introduced connectors that made it possible to link applications 

with third-party software that customers already used (e.g., Sharepoint, Dropbox, or Slack). With 

these integration services, it became easier for customers to develop an application on the cloud 

platform that considered their current IT landscape. Third, the ERP vendor introduced support 

for different cloud infrastructure providers and database technologies. Fourth, in terms of bound-

ary resources, documentation and learning material was significantly enhanced. The ERP vendor 

specifically addressed smaller customers and their partners with this offering. Lastly, the func-

tionality offered directly by the platform core was broadened. In particular services such as ana-



 

lytics and machine learning were introduced. These features can be directly leveraged by cus-

tomers to address specific business problems with applications on the cloud platform. Taken to-

gether, these measures made the cloud platform more accessible for customers as developers and 

thus led to more value co-creation. 

The ERP vendor’s governance for value capture covers several mechanisms. As cus-

tomers do not directly generate revenue with the applications they create, revenue sharing is not 

possible. Instead, the ERP vendor claims an access fee from customers, either subscription-based 

on a yearly basis, or consumption-based depending on the services used by customers. If cus-

tomers rely on partners to support them in the development of customer-specific solutions, these 

partners also need to pay an access fee for a development account on the platform. Furthermore, 

we discovered that the experience and skills that the ERP vendor and partners gain when they 

support customers as developers can be reused in further use cases. The code itself that is created 

in joint project with customers typically remains the intellectual property of the customer. But 

the ERP vendor and partners benefit from expertise they build up across many industries that is 

useful in further projects for customer-specific solutions. Lastly, when customers develop their 

own applications on the platform, they further increase the lock-in on the platform. Given the 

increasing competition by other cloud platforms such as Microsoft Azure or Amazon Web Ser-

vices, this lock-in is valuable and represents potential for future value capture.  

As a result of the ERP vendor’s approach to foster value creation with customers, the 

platform became a valuable tool for customers to develop solutions for their own use. Customers 

were now able to develop applications for use cases that were either very specific so that there 

would be no generic third-party application or so close to the customer’s mission critical pro-

cesses that the customer would not want to use a third-party solution for it.  

 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Literature has considered platform ecosystems as two-sided, with third-party developers 

on the one side and customers on the other side. In these two-sided platform ecosystems, plat-

form governance focusses on third-party developers with the goal to trigger indirect network 

effects (Tiwana, 2014). In customer as developer ecosystems, the focus of platform governance 

shifts to the customer. The goal is to enable customers to create value so that the installed base of 

customers increases. Customers are not attracted by third-party applications but by the core fea-

tures of the platform and the possibility to adapt these to their own needs. Thus, within a growing 

community of customers as developers where best practices are shared, direct network effects 

gain importance compared to indirect network effects. 

With regard to value co-creation, when customers as developers come into play, the bal-

ance of openness and control is no longer relevant. Openness remains as important as in two-

sided platform ecosystems but changes in its characteristics: Instead of just reducing entry barri-

ers for third-party developers, platform owners need to be open to customers with their specific 

IT landscape. Compatibility to the technologies such as databases, programming languages, and 

frameworks used by customers is crucial. This openness does not need to be balanced with input 

or output control mechanisms. Customers as developers do not market the applications they de-

velop, thus, if the applications are faulty it only affects this specific company. But, the platform 

owner needs to ensure that the applications do not negatively affect the core ERP system. This is 

done through a clear technological separation of the core ERP system and the platform through 

interfaces. Value capture in the case of customer as developer ecosystems becomes more diffi-



 

cult because customers as developers do not directly generate revenue with the applications they 

build. Instead, platform owners charge customers and their implementation partners for using the 

platform. Thereby, pricing should be linked to the benefits customers gain from using the plat-

form. For indirect value capture, platform owners can rely on absorption. By observing the activ-

ities in the ecosystem, platform owners can identify successful applications whose functionality 

can be included in the platform core. As the customers were not planning on marketing these 

applications, absorption is less problematic than in two-sided platform ecosystems. Furthermore, 

the platform owner benefits from the increased lock-in of customers on the platform (cf. Parker 

& Van Alstyne, 2005).  

With our findings on platform governance for customer as developer ecosystems, we first 

add to literature on platform governance that has mainly considered two-sided platform ecosys-

tems (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Tiwana, 2014). Bringing together findings from litera-

ture on platform governance for third-party developers and insights from our case study on plat-

form governance for customers as developers allows us to analyze complex platform ecosystems 

such as in the ERP industry where it is not possible to simply divide ecosystem participants in 

two groups, third-party developers and users (cf. Schreieck, Wiesche, & Krcmar, 2018). Second, 

we contribute to work on software platforms that acknowledges that customers can simultane-

ously act as producers, becoming ‘prosumers’ (e.g., Schlagwein & Bjørn-Andersen, 2014). We 

show that the source of innovation and value co-creation in platform ecosystems will become 

more and more blurred as customers, implementation partners, and third-party developers create 

solutions in different constellation. By understanding the role of customers as developers, we 

provide a first step to understand the dynamics in such ecosystems. 
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