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Abstract. The emergence of digital platforms changes the way how companies 

interact with their ecosystem. Successful platforms like Apple’s App Store utilize 

an ecosystem of third-party developers to drive innovation. Those platforms are 

expanding the sphere of influence beyond internal resources and capabilities by 

taking advantage of a scalable ecosystem of external developers. However, until 

now it is unclear on how those companies establish a platform ecosystem. This 

article draws on two case studies in the form of ridesharing and accommodation 

platforms to illustrate how they transitioned through four evolutionary phases 

with the help of tight and loose coupling partnerships. 

Keywords: Digital Platform, Platform Ecosystem, Ecosystem Evolution 

1 Introduction 

The success of digital platforms is unheard [1]. Examples range from application plat-

forms like Apple’s App or Google’s Play Store to the currently emerging IoT platform 

market. In either case, the surrounding ecosystem of partners, developers, and users 

strongly determines the success of the platform. In contrast to traditional businesses, 

where the company produces products or services, a platform orchestrates the interac-

tion in a two-sided market of suppliers (e.g., App developers) and users (e.g., App us-

ers) [2-4]. The ecosystem fosters cross-side network effects between both sides, where 

each side profits from additional exchange [2, 3]. By capturing a margin of the created 

value, the platform has a self-interest in growing this ecosystem. Current practices in 

starting an ecosystem that incorporates tight coupling of selected parties through 

individual partnership to a scalable utilization of boundary resources like Application 

Programming Interfaces (APIs) and Software Development Kits (SDKs) resulting in a 

loosely coupled partnerships [5, 6]. Based on those practices, ecosystems go through 

several phases starting with the birth, expansion, leadership, and self-renewal [7]. 

Those rapidly emerging digital platform ecosystems pose challenges to traditional com-

panies. They face the question of how to start an ecosystem effectively to remain com-

petitive. 

This article sheds light on this question by elaborating on the ecosystem evolution 

of the recent phenomenon of transactional service platforms like Uber and Airbnb. Both 
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provide a servitization in the form of mobility or accommodation services based on 

software artifacts. Uber, for example, faced little competition and managed to grow an 

ecosystem of developers by providing APIs and SDKs resulting in new possibilities to 

support their core mobility service. The ridesharing company uses the ecosystem to co-

create new software services to enhance, for example, the trip experience of passengers. 

Airbnb, on the other hand, managed to survive in a shark tank of competition. The 

platform became one of the highest evaluated start-ups by growing an ecosystem that 

surpassed the competition by fostering tight coupling partnerships. Also, Airbnb estab-

lished securing mechanisms to maintain authority and control. Airbnb finally opened 

their ecosystem in late 2017 for external developers. Both cases provide valuable in-

sights on the use of different coupling mechanisms during the ecosystem evolution to 

shed light how to start and grow a platform ecosystem. 

2 Theoretical Background 

This article draws on the theoretical groundwork of Moore [7] on business ecosystems 

and the theory of Weick [8] on tightly and loosely coupled systems. We combine both 

lenses to elaborate on how platform ecosystems evolved. 

2.1 The Platform Ecosystem 

The theory of business ecosystem is shaped by influences from the field of Anthropol-

ogy and co-evolution [9], as well as from Biology and natural ecosystems [10]. Co-

evolution emphasizes that interdependent species or actors evolve in nearly endless re-

ciprocal cycles. The evolution of one species, thus, influences the natural selection of 

another species in the same ecosystem and vice versa. On the other hand, natural eco-

systems respond with sensitivity to environmental change [9, 10]. Moore combines 

both aspects to describe how businesses evolve under ever-changing environmental in-

fluences in an ecosystem of partners, suppliers, and customers. The theory proposes 

four evolutionary stages [7]: 

Birth: The first evolutionary phase describes risk-taking entrepreneurs that focus on 

customer needs and how to satisfy those needs. An example is the rise of the personal 

computer in the 1970s, which started in 1975 by the sole effort of hobbyists in hard-to-

use products. Only in the late 1970s, companies like Apple utilized an ecosystem of 

business partners in the field of independent software developers, training institutes or 

computer stores. In this ecosystem, Apple tightly controlled the computer design and 

the operating software, while encouraging and co-evolving with other partners to con-

tribute complementary software or hardware [7]. 

The first phase harbors the cooperative challenge of collaborating with the demand 

and supply side to create new value propositions that are the basis for future innova-

tions. At the same time, the young ecosystem needs to protect its value proposition from 

imitation by tightly integrating the parties involved in the ecosystem [7]. 
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Expansion: In the second phase, business ecosystems expand to new territories. This 

phase is characterized by direct battles for market share between competing or overlap-

ping ecosystems. Companies that aim to expand their ecosystem need to have a scalable 

business concept in place. An example for capturing territory can be found in the per-

sonal computer ecosystem when IBM entered and replaced Apple’ dominant position. 

IBM opened its architecture to hardware supplier fostering additional complementary 

products. Also, they licensed MS-DOS and ensured the compatibility and portability of 

popular applications like Wordstar [7]. 

The cooperative challenge is to establish a scalable ecosystem of supply and demand 

to achieve maximum market coverage. From a competitive perspective, the company 

needs to establish a de-facto industry standard by dominating key market segments [7]. 

Leadership: The ecosystem leadership phase expresses stable structures and a high 

concentration of bargaining power by a dominating company. The leader creates prod-

ucts or services that are of critical value for the whole ecosystem and protects this po-

sition through patents or constant innovation. The central ecological position of the 

ecosystem leader is often instantiated by clearly defined interfaces to partners reflecting 

the industry standard. Though those interfaces, the ecosystem leaders encourage part-

ners in the ecosystem to take over activities and to accelerate the growth of the whole. 

In the case of the personal computer ecosystem, missing leadership and a too open ar-

chitecture opened a window of opportunity for competitors like Lotus, Intel, and Mi-

crosoft. Microsoft and Intel proofed to exercise control over critical components in the 

form of the operating systems and chips needed for the personal computer [7]. 

The cooperative challenges imply to provide a compelling vision for the future that 

encourages the ecosystem to work together to strengthen the central position of the 

leader. On the other hand, the competitive challenge is to maintain central bargaining 

power in the ecosystem [7]. 

Self-Renewal: The last phase of business ecosystems covers self-renewal or death. 

Established or incumbent ecosystems are threatened by risk-taking actors and 

innovations. A typical example of this stage is Apple’s comeback with the iPod and 

later iPhone software ecosystem. The company managed to overhaul incumbent eco-

systems like Nokia’s Symbian operating system. Thus, leading and sustaining an eco-

system through continually adapting and absorbing technological advances is crucial to 

long-term success. Countermeasures of platform leaders are slowing the growth or en-

veloping competing ecosystems [2, 7]. 

The cooperative challenges in this phase is that ecosystem leaders need to work 

closely with innovators to incorporate new ideas into their ecosystem. From a compet-

itive perspective, the ecosystem leader should focus on maintaining high entrance bar-

riers to prevent competitors from invading and switching costs for users to prevent them 

from leaving the ecosystem [7]. 
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2.2 Tight and Loose Coupling 

Tight and loose coupling describes the degree of dependency between actors within and 

between organizations or systems. Orton and Weick [6] differentiate between tight, 

loose, and decoupled systems: 

Tight Coupling: In a tightly coupled system, elements are strongly dependent on 

each other, and they do not act independently. Researchers speak of responsiveness 

without distinctiveness [6, 8]. Typical characteristics of tightly coupled systems are an 

increased understanding of each other’s needs, a close relationship, a low degree of 

information asymmetry, and the ability to tailor products or services to strategic needs 

[8, 11]. A practical example for tight coupling is a strategic partnership like seen in the 

IT outsourcing, where the partnership is determined by precise rules like Service-Level-

Agreements and a high degree of mutual dependency [12]. Loose Coupling: The con-

cept of loose coupling refers to independent elements that are distinct or separate from 

one another, yet responsive. Scientists call this order distinctive responsiveness. The 

advantage of a system is that elements maintain flexibility to react to change from out-

side but adhere to standards in the system. Thus, the system maintains stability as 

change from external sources cause no ripple effects. As a result, the system is simul-

taneously closed and open, flexible and stable, as well as rational and spontaneous [6]. 

Decoupling: In opposition to neither distinctive nor responsive elements, which is per 

definition no system, decoupled elements are distinct to each other [6]. 

3 Research Approach 

The research design follows a multiple case study with subject to accommodation and 

ridesharing platforms. The method is particularly suitable as it captures and describes 

the complexity of real events [13]. The cases show boundaries, features, and limitations, 

by putting the business ecosystems [7] and tight/loose coupling [6, 8] theories into a 

specific context including the respective environment and firms [14]. Benbasat, 

Goldstein and Mead [15] provide an orientation on whether the analyzed topic is a phe-

nomenon and the usage of a case study is appropriate. First, the context is crucial to 

observe the phenomenon of emerging platform ecosystems opposed to an isolated view 

on platforms. Secondly, the tremendous success of platform businesses like Airbnb and 

Uber shows the significance and actuality of the research topic and link to the contem-

porary event of emerging platform ecosystems [13]. Additionally, neither control nor 

manipulation of the subject or event took place. This was guaranteed as the case study 

describes the phenomenon in the view of a neutral observer [16]. After conducting the 

two case studies, we draw cross-case conclusions on how a platform ecosystem evolves 

by showing similarities and differences between the cases.  

The data for the two cases are based on archival data and empirical studies, ranging 

from the emergence of the respective platform ecosystem to the present. Archival data 

includes financial data, independent reports on milestones, partnerships, key events 

(like introducing an API), and the general development of the platform and its ecosys-

tem. We used additional empirical studies to validate financial figures, events, as well 
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as strategic decisions. Further, we adhered to the principle of data triangulation to make 

sure that each fact or decision is cross-validated [17]. Another mechanism to take care 

of business model specifics was including the main competitor as a benchmark in the 

ecosystem. Overall, we collected 24 archival data sources and 12 empirical studies on 

the case of accommodation platform ecosystems, as well as 28 archival data sources 

and 16 empirical studies on the ridesharing platform ecosystem case (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Data used for the multiple-case study. 

Industry Case Archival Data1 Empirical Studies 

Accommodation 
AirBnb 14 

12 
Competitors (HomeAway) 10 

Ridesharing 
Uber 18 

16 
Competitors (Lyft) 10 

4 Results 

The results show that both platform ecosystems used tight coupling to evolve from birth 

to the expansion phase.  In a second stage, both adhered to a more open approach 

through loose coupling resulting in platform leadership and self-renewal. 

Birth: Founded in 2009, Uber triggered the trend of on-demand ridesharing compa-

nies. Instead of competing directly with the taxi ecosystem but rather with the concept 

of owning a car, Uber managed to collect $ 1.75 million during their first two rounds 

of seed investment in 2009 and 2010. The company started in the San Francisco Bay 

Area and provided “high-end” sedans with reputable drivers that can be easily booked 

via iPhone taking advantage of the GPS sensors. Uber did not want to compete for the 

lowest price but charged 1.5x of the regular taxi rate offering a comfortable and con-

venient way of moving from A to B. Another distinguishing feature is the use of state-

of-the-art technology incorporating the iPhone sensors to provide an easy to use expe-

rience. Uber managed to establish a position in the mobility ecosystem by matching the 

demand of convenient mobility services with the supply of professional chauffeurs. 

Most people tend to think that Airbnb had always been the number one platform 

when it comes to short-term lodging. The truth is that Airbnb was surrounded by other 

vacation rental companies like HomeAway or Flip-key founded in 2005 and 2007 from 

the very beginning. In 2008, the company called AirBed & Breakfast entered a highly 

competitive ecosystem offering short-term living quarters in the center of San Fran-

cisco. During the initial phase, Airbnb managed to keep up with its competitors by 

providing additional value-adding services resulting from tight-coupled partnerships. 

One of them was proposing free and professional photography from the housings on 

the platform to reduce, on the one hand, the effort for the host to join the platform and 

                                                           
1 Archival data ranges from financial reports found on: Forbes, Bloomberg, VentureBeat, CB 

Insights, Crunchbase; and independent reports from: TechCrunch, Programmableweb, Busi-

ness Insider, Fortune, CNBC, The Guardian, The Verge, Forbes, and company websites. 
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to increase, on the other hand, the reliability and trustworthiness for the guest. At the 

end of 2011, Airbnb established its position in the ecosystem and raised over $ 1 billion 

in funding, which was nearly half the amount of HomeAway with 2.2 billion dollars. 

Expansion: After introducing the iOS and Android Apps in 2010, Uber launched a 

national expansion starting in the San Francisco Bay Area, expanding to New York 

City in 2011. Until the year 2012, Uber collected over $ 1.9 billion in funding and could 

develop their business without any direct competition in the ecosystem. In the same 

year, Lyft emerged as the first direct competitor. Lyft dates back to Zimride, which was 

a long-distance ridesharing company. Lyft has the same focus as its competitor with 

on-demand ridesharing in a peer-to-peer manner. Ending in the year 2012, Uber used 

the three years without competition to establish its position with a valuation of $ 1.9 

billion compared to $ 275 million of Lyft. Based on this leading edge, Uber established 

various tightly coupled partnerships to secure and expand on its current position in the 

ecosystem. One exemplary partnership that strengthened the supply side (drivers) was 

providing special interest rates on car loans for GM and Toyota vehicles [18]. Newly 

bought cars that engage in the Uber platform can be seen as assets to lower the interest 

rates for potential drivers ensuring scalability on the supply side. Other partnerships 

involve PayPal and American Express to offer additional payment services reducing 

the entrance barriers for passengers or the corporation with Concur for business travel-

ers or flight procedures within United Airlines to expand the market reach [19]. With 

the help of those tightly managed partnerships, Uber could extend its position in the 

ecosystem and establish itself as a de-facto standard until 2014 with a valuation of $ 41 

billion compared to 2.5 $ billions of Lyft. 

Airbnb needed to be more careful as they acted in a highly competitive ecosystem. 

One example is that Airbnb offered an active API endpoint including an affiliation pro-

gram for developers [20]. However, new competition in the form of Wimdu and 9Flats 

emerged. Airbnb could not establish enough authority and consequently did not offi-

cially introduce the programming interface. Besides closing the API end-point, Airbnb 

also launched a new flagging feature to defend its content by reporting questionable 

behavior. The response is somewhat understandable, as both new competitors were 

known to copy established business models including their content [21]. Airbnb fo-

cused on additional tight coupling partnerships to grow the ecosystem and to progress 

further. Examples are the partnerships with Lloyds of London to offer insurances for 

hosts included in every platform booking or the affiliation with American Express in-

troducing new payment functionalities [22]. All those partnerships aim to improve the 

relationship between the host and the guest, in turn, affecting the reputation of Airbnb.  

At the end of the year 2015, Airbnb harvested the fruits of their expansion with $ 25.5 

billion followed by HomeAway with an evaluation of $ 3.9 billion. Besides, also the 

number of listings (Airbnb: from 50,000 listings in 2011 to 550,000 in 2014) and active 

drivers (Uber: from near zero in 2012 to 160,000 in 2014) rose sharply [23, 24]. 

Leadership & Self-Renewal: Starting the next phase, Uber established enough au-

thority in the ecosystem to respond to the demand of third-party developers by opening 

up the platform through Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and Software De-

velopment Kits (SDKs). Starting in 2014, third-party developers could integrate core 
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mobility services provided by Uber, like ordering a ride with the help of predefined 

code snippets. Further, Uber opened the micro-service architecture of the platform to 

help developers using driver, car, and ride data to develop new applications, and to 

enhance the driving experience during the trip [25]. One example of tweaking the open 

mobility services is the use of calling an Uber via an SMS over the phone. Those apps 

emerge out of the loosely coupled relationship between developers in the ecosystem 

and are especially useful in areas without mobile internet. Uber is not only using the 

ecosystem to expand the market reach but also takes advantage of the innovation capa-

bilities of external developers. They control the ecosystem through the strategical use 

of components in the form of APIs like the Trip Experience API or the UberRUSH API 

strengthening their core service. One example is the integration of contextual infor-

mation during the ride that Uber provides to third-party developers. They use the infor-

mation to create value-adding applications that benefit both Uber and the passenger. 

Consequently, Lyft followed this strategy and introduced an open API in 2016. As of 

2017, Uber has established a vibrant ecosystem of developers providing five different 

APIs, 22 SDKs in several programming languages and three software libraries [26]. 

They transitioned from a tight coupling approach to target special needs like supporting 

potential drivers owning a car to a more loosely coupled approach to utilize a whole 

ecosystem of developers to foster constant innovation. 

In the accommodation industry, it was after 2015 and onward, as Airbnb’s competi-

tor HomeAway first opened their platform through active API endpoints including doc-

umentation, guides, and an affiliate program. The market need for the content data of 

those accommodation platforms was omnipresent. In this period, several companies 

tried to scrape the data from the Airbnb platform, like AirDNA analyzing the content 

of Airbnb and selling it for investment purposes or several attempts to reverse engineer 

the not yet publicly open Airbnb API endpoints. All those efforts point toward the di-

rection that Airbnb controlled the core components of the platform ecosystem. Finally, 

the combination of all those market signals and the economic advance and authority 

regarding market valuation to the leading competitors influenced Airbnb’s decision to-

wards a more open and loosely coupled approach. Arrived at the year 2017, Airbnb 

emerged as a winner of the shark tank of short-term lodging platforms and finally taking 

control over their ecosystem by introducing an official API program including docu-

mentation and partnership programs. 

5 Discussion 

The two cases show that platform ecosystems follow the evolutionary pattern of busi-

ness ecosystems. In addition, the theoretical lens of tight and loose coupling helps to 

explain how platforms exercise scalability through network effects to drive innovation. 

The results indicate that the platforms use tight coupling partnerships in the birth and 

expansion phase to become ecosystem leaders, followed by a transition towards open-

ness and loosely coupled partnerships to drive external innovation (see Fig. 1). Instead 
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of dominating each step in the value chain as, for example, Original Equipment Manu-

facturers do in the automotive industry; platform ecosystems are in their mature states 

more loosely coupled and open, which fosters open innovation effects. 

 

Fig. 1. The use of tight and loose coupling during the evolution of platform ecosystems. 

5.1 Tight Coupling: Controlling the Ecosystem  

During the birth phase, both platforms exercised a high degree of control over their 

ecosystem. Airbnb needed to deal with competition and utilized tight coupling partner-

ships to increase the scope of the platform, thus, maximizing the value for customers. 

An example is the collaboration with professional photographers to increase the trust 

between guests and hosts. Uber had no direct competition in the first place but managed 

to differentiate its value proposition through a more convenient and reliably way of 

inner-city traveling. The phase of expansion dealt with an emerging competition and 

encouraged securing and expanding mechanisms. The appearance of additional com-

petition forced Airbnb to retain control over their content by closing all open API end-

points. Also, the platform established tight coupling partnerships like insuring apart-

ments with companies to further increase the trust between hosts and guests. On the 

other hand, Uber used tight coupling partnerships on the supply side by collaborating 

with GM to provide special interest rates for potential drivers out-competing other plat-

forms. Both, GM and Uber developed mutual trust, where Uber convinced GM that 

drivers could use the car as a profit generation resource, while GM convinced Uber to 

provide safe and reliable vehicles. Another example is the cooperation with Concur to 

expand to business travelers. The left part of Fig. 1 illustrates how both platforms took 

advantage of tight coupling partnerships to indirectly influence the value proposition 

between the demand and supply side. Airbnb offered a professional photo shooting for 

free, creating value for the host through the polished appearance of the room, as well 

as value for the guest as all pictures made by Airbnb were verified reducing the risk of 

being tricked. The same is true for the special car financing loans for Uber drivers. 

Passengers enjoy brand-new cars and drivers have the opportunity to earn an independ-

ent living. The platforms indirectly enhanced cross-side network effects between the 

supply and demand-side through strategic or tightly coupled partnerships. The aim of 
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those partnerships is either to strengthen the value proposition between the two sides as 

seen in the photograph or car financing example or to expand the ecosystem as with 

Concur. Tight coupling partnerships lead to a high degree of control over the strategic 

intention and output of the collaboration. In return, both parties need to allocate re-

sources to align on a mutual strategy and outcomes. 

5.2 Loose Coupling: Opening the Ecosystem 

When eventually opening the platform for loose coupling, both platforms achieved 

leadership in their respective ecosystems surpassing the competition regarding market 

valuation with a factor of 16 in the case of Uber vs. Lyft and 8 in the case of Airbnb vs. 

HomeAway. The two platforms managed to obtain authority over core services and 

strong bargaining power, which provided the opportunity to open the ecosystem 

through APIs and SDKs to directly induce network effects and open innovation. Airbnb 

achieved this state just recently in end 2017 when announcing an official API due to 

the ongoing competition. Uber opened the platform already in 2014 providing until now 

five different APIs and 22 SDKs to their ecosystem of developers. External developers 

can use boundary resources to co-create additional value around the core mobility ser-

vice. Each API, follows a predefined interface structure in the form of data payloads 

but also provides flexibility for the developer to use the service however they want. 

Based on this loose coupling partnership, the external developers can use their unique 

background to satisfy special (long-tail) needs. A similar pattern can be found in the 

app store ecosystems of Apple and Google. Fig. 1 shows how ecosystem leadership 

enabled platforms to open their ecosystems to benefit from external innovations. In-

stead of tightly integrating and optimizing new value-adding services around their core 

components (e.g., mobility or accommodation matching), platforms engage their eco-

system to constantly innovate on the platform. The arms-length cooperation reduces the 

intensity of the partnership in exchange for lower coordination efforts and control over 

the ecosystem. This loose coupling allows the platforms to untap the innovation poten-

tial of a rapidly growing ecosystem. 

5.3 How to Open the Platform? 

According to Uber, the primary intention behind opening the platform was based on the 

three pillars of utility, revenue, and distribution [27]. Uber sees utility as a continuous 

improvement process of making the platform profit from new ideas within the ecosys-

tem. They utilize a compelling vision for the future of mobility-as-a-service going hand 

in hand with Moore’s description of ecosystem leadership. The second pillar aims to 

incentivize the development of new applications in the form of affiliate programs that 

encourage ecosystem partners to contribute toward core components. Lastly, the distri-

bution pillar provides value during additional distribution (e.g., improving the experi-

ence during the ride). Uber provides stability by leading the co-innovation through tar-

geted APIs like the Trip Experience API enabling developers to embed complementary 

content, games or other functionality that enhance the experience during trips. As 
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Airbnb just opened their platform, it is at a too early stage to predict what complemen-

tary services emerge around the ecosystem. However, the early approaches of setting 

up an affiliate program point in a somewhat similar direction. As a prerequisite for 

opening the platform, both platforms established control and authority over their eco-

system to deal with competition. The examples of Uber and Airbnb show the utilization 

of tight coupling partnerships to build the core ecosystem. Both platforms used value-

adding partnerships to enhance the scope and range of the platforms core services, as 

well as securing mechanisms to stay on the leading edge regarding competition [5]. 

After expanding to a dominant position, both platforms opened their ecosystem around 

crucial platform services that evolved toward a market standard. They integrated exter-

nal developers in loosely coupled partnerships through boundary resources like APIs 

and SDKs. Other platforms from industries like Social Networks and App Stores follow 

a similar approach. From the majority of loosely coupled developers’ point of view, it 

makes sense to invest time and resources in an already established market standard, 

instead of multi-homing between several competing platforms with an increased effort. 

A technical commonality is that both companies transitioned from a monolithic to a 

modular micro-service infrastructure that can be adapted to key products or services. 

With this approach, the platform makes sure that newly created products extend the 

main product or service. Uber, for example, opened the ecosystem for third party de-

velopment to add additional value to passengers during the ride fostering complemen-

tary innovation. To achieve this goal, both platforms use scalable interfaces between 

the modular micro-service infrastructure and the ecosystem. SDKs, libraries, and doc-

umentation help to simplify the development process by covering the most used pro-

gramming languages to include pre-defined functions and snippets helping developers 

to get started. By transitioning from a tightly coupled ecosystem to a more arms-length 

approach, the platform governance needs to be adapted as well as shown in the example 

of the incentive programs. Other aspects of the ecosystem range from coping with the 

on- and off-boarding of developers in a scalable way to the automatic input and output 

control of applications within the ecosystems [28, 29]. 

6 Conclusion, Implications, and Future Research 

This research provides insights into evolutionary phases and coupling mechanisms in 

the context of platform ecosystems. We show that platforms follow the evolutionary 

phases as proposed by Moore [7]. However, there are differences when introducing the 

mechanisms of tight and loose coupling. The two cases indicate that platforms use tight 

coupling partnerships in the beginning to enhance the core service or value proposition 

strengthening cross-side network effects between the supply and demand-side. Thus, 

tight coupling is one promising mechanism to answer the open question on how plat-

forms strategize to foster cross-side network effects [30]. Another theoretical contribu-

tion points towards the increasing role of value co-creation in a platform ecosystem 

[31]. We highlight that platforms first prepare the ecosystem and then enable third-

party developers to actively innovate around core services. For practitioners, we show 

that timing is crucial when it comes to the question when to open a platform. Airbnb 
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learned that authority and control over their ecosystem were important and that the 

platform’s content can be scraped by competitors if not protected properly. Thus, it was 

important to first strengthen core services through strategically selected tight coupling 

partnerships and then opening up to utilize the innovation capability of a loosely cou-

pled ecosystem. In this sense, a fruitful area for future research could be the identifica-

tion of value co-creation practices with emphasize on the tangible character of tight 

coupling partnerships and loosely-coupled or intangible ecosystem relationships. Also, 

new technology like blockchain might influence the future development of platform 

ecosystems. The research also faces limitations. The data for the two case studies are 

mainly based on archival data and empirical research taking the role of the neutral ob-

server. We thus limit the explanatory power of this contribution on answering the mo-

tives or exact practices of both platforms when using tight and loose coupling mecha-

nisms. One way to mitigate this problem is conducting in-depth case studies to elaborate 

on the why and how of tight and loose coupling practices. In total, this research helps 

to explain how platforms accelerate network effects in their ecosystem evolution. They 

first establish ecosystem leadership with the help of strategical or tight coupling part-

nerships that strengthen the value proposition of their core service. Then, they unleash 

the network externalities by opening the platform to the ecosystem and enabling third 

parties in loosely coupled partnerships through clearly defined interfaces to innovate 

around those core services. 
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