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Foreword

Digital platforms are an integral part of our daily life. We  shop 
on Amazon, we maintain friendships via Facebook, Instagram 
or TikTok, and we doodle and google in the office or in our 
free time. Platforms have become the hubs around which so-
cial and economic life revolve. Their influence is not limited to 
the digital economy. Platforms are completely rearranging 
even traditional markets and sectors.

With its ”For a Better Tomorrow“ project, the Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung aims to find progressive answers to the major eco-
nomic, ecological and societal challenges which face us now 
and in future. For us a key question is: how can we use the 
digital transformation to everyone‘s benefit?

The answers that the world of politics provides in response to 
the platformisation of the economy will play a key role. The 
triumphal advance of the platform economy poses an enor-
mous challenge for Europe. The main reason for this is not the 
fact that the key businesses within this ”industry“ are almost 
exclusively based in the USA and China. The challenge lies 
primarily in the nature of platform capitalism itself, in particu-
lar in the concentration of economic might that is associated 
with this economic model. The concentration of market pow-
er is a structural feature of the platform economy. The more 
private and/or business users a platform has, the more attrac-
tive it becomes to other customers. ”The winner takes it all,“ 
as the saying goes. Their position as market intermediaries 
also gives platforms access to huge volumes of data. This 
doesn‘t just enable companies to optimise their own offer-
ings, it also gives the tech corporations an edge when it 
comes to other forward-looking technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI).

People‘s unease at the level of power wielded by the tech 
corporations and their platforms is growing. In a survey com-
missioned by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in 2019, four out of 
five people in Germany who were questioned said that politi-
cians should set clearer boundaries for companies like Ama-
zon, Facebook and Google etc. (Zeit für ein Update (Time for 
an Update) 2019). But how can Europe tame the platforms? 
This study by Thomas Gegenhuber shows that there is no one 
single ideal way of achieving this; different types of platforms 
require different regulatory strategies and approaches. In or-
der to tame the platform economy, politicians in Europe have 

to act in a resolute but also a differentiated and coordinated 
manner.

Digitalisation offers great potential to boost the European pro-
ject for humanising the economy and society in the 21st cen-
tury. The regulation of the platforms is an important step to-
wards realising this potential. However, the role that politics 
has in shaping developments goes further. If the widely used 
model of digitalisation which has ”people at its heart“ is to be 
implemented, Europe will have to place digitalisation at the 
service of values such as equality, democracy and justice. 
Thomas Gegenhuber outlines the political strategies and ap-
proaches that Europe can promote during this process. The 
initial building blocks of digital humanism are already in place.

We hope you find this to be an inspiring read!

STEFANIE MOSER
Economic and Social Policy Division  
at the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung
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1.

INTRODUCTION1

Since 1979 the ARS Electronica festival in Linz has been re-
viewing the digital revolution from an artistic, technological 
and social perspective. The festival provides an interdiscipli-
nary mirror image of contemporary debates occurring in the 
economy, politics, science and the arts. Today, one can clearly 
see the disquiet at the amount of power wielded by Amazon, 
Google, Apple and Co. reflected in the artistic projects. For 
example, the Bitsoil project criticised the fact that the creation 
of value out of data is the prerogative of just a few big corpo-
rations. It used an interactive installation to demonstrate an 
alternative, (re)distribution mechanism based on blockchain 
technology (Prix Ars Electronica 2018). The excessive power 
of the large tech corporation increasingly underscores the 
need for regulation.

To be able to understand the phenomenon of the tech giants 
and to be able to control developments politically, it is first 
necessary to appreciate what lies behind the success and the 
excessive power of these corporations. The organisational 
structure of these companies as digital platforms plays a key 
role in this respect.2 Kenney and Zysman (2016) postulate the 
following provocative theory: if the dominant organisational 
structure in the 20th century was the industrial-bureaucratic 
organisation, the 21st century is dominated by platforms (see 
also Lobo 2014; Pasquale 2016). This theory is supported by 
developments in the capital markets. Investors see growth po-
tential primarily in companies which are organised as plat-
forms. The ten most valuable companies at present include five 

1 I should like to express my sincere thanks to Erik Schäfer (gfa | public), 
 Stefanie Moser (FES), Alexander Fanta and Stefanie Altenhofer, as well as 

to the people who attended the Momentum Kongress in Hallstatt (Track 
#5 led by Astrid Mager and Michael Seeman) and the LOST Group  
(Leuphana Organization Studies Group), for the critical and constructive 
feedback which they provided on earlier versions of this article.

2 A platform is an organisational structure which is used to facilitate the  
exchange of information, goods or services between two or more actors 
(Baldwin 2017; Parker et al. 2016). Platforms use the advantages of digi-
tal technologies (e.g. lower communication costs and a cost structure for 
digital goods which – unlike for traditional goods – is virtually zero), data 
(e.g. collection and use of data for platform optimisation or for the place-
ment of advertising), network effects (i.e. the self-reinforcing effects be-
tween and within supply and demand systems which lead to an increase 
in the attractiveness of platforms as their number of users increases), 
technological infrastructure (e.g. smartphones and mobile networks),  
as well as existing risk capital, for financing rapid growth with the aim  
of achieving a market monopoly (Bauer/Gegenhuber 2015, 2017; Evans/
Schmalensee 2016; Srnicek 2017; Sundararajan 2017).

US corporations (Microsoft, Apple, Amazon, Alphabet, Face-
book) and two Chinese companies (Alibaba, Tencent), and for 
all of them the platform model is a key component of their 
business, or at least of an important segment of it (PwC 2019).3 

The debates at Ars Electronica also show that the discussion 
cannot be limited to the regulation of the platforms. The func-
tion of art is not only to provide criticism but also specifically to 
outline alternative models and to provide sources of inspiration 
for them. The 2019 conference was held under the title of 
”European Platform for Digital Humanism“, and it provided an 
overview of numerous European initiatives which outline alter-
natives to the prevailing model of platform capitalism (Ars 
Electronica 2019). One of these initiatives is the ”Alias zur digi-
talen Selbstverteidigung“ (”Alias for Digital Self-Defence“) pro-
ject. It provides a ”smart protective wrapper“ for smart home 
devices which not only prevents Alexa from continually listen-
ing in, but can even proactively manipulate Alexa (STARTS 
Prize 2019).4 The need for alternative visions was also evident 
at the Digital Capitalism Conference hosted by the Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung in November 2019. The closing lecture by Evge-
ny Morozov particularly deserves attention: in his view it is not 
sufficient for German and European politicians to merely try to 
defend existing institutions. Instead, the aim should be to de-
velop conceptions of a different future which will lead to the 
creation of new institutions and will proactively help to shape 
digital capitalism. Accordingly, Morozov asked: ”Libraries were 
created as an institution in the 20th century in order to make 
education available to people of all social classes. What is the 
21st century equivalent of the library?“ (Morozov 2019). The 
best defense is a good offense.

3 This forward-looking approach is also reflected in R&D investments,  
although leading ”old economy“ businesses are still found in this field: 
Alphabet, Microsoft and Google are in the top 10, and Alphabet with 
its 13.3 billion euro R&D budget has now relegated the Volkswagen 
Group to third place (EU JRC 2018).

4 This project and others have also usually been funded by the European 
Union, for instance the STARTS Prize or the Horizon 2020 programmes.
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Digital platforms are very popular amongst the general public. 
That‘s completely understandable. Platforms change what ac-
tors perceive to be desirable, appropriate ways of doing things, 
such as how the production, trading and consumption of 
goods and services should be organised. At the same time, 
many actors in various social and economic sectors feel irritat-
ed by this phenomenon or even see it as being disruptive to 
the social order (Hinings et al. 2019). However, there are now 
also calls for regulation because many platforms break existing 
rules or operate in a legal grey zone: for years now Uber has 
ignored regulations in the field of passenger transport; Ama-
zon and Google exploit information asymmetries and their 
market dominance in order to strengthen their own positions; 
the unbridled renting of property facilitated by Airbnb increas-
es pressure on local housing markets.5 The EU and Germany 
have chosen a strategy of regulation as an initial response to 
the platform phenomenon (e.g. the DSGVO (GDPR) and the 
imposing of substantial fines by the EU Commission). This fills 
an important gap because the United States takes a lais-
sez-faire approach.6 In the political debate, the question which 
is being posed, either explicitly or implicitly, is: how can we 
tame the digital platforms (cf. Dachwitz et al. 2018; Pasquale 
2018; Krisch/Plank 2018)? Two key issues emerge from this 
question: (1) To what extent do the platforms‘ practices contra-
vene existing rules? (2) Are new tools needed to regulate plat-
forms? 

5 The emergence of new forms of organisation and their effective  
regulation is inherently a process which involves a lag. This lag creates 
space for experiments with potential innovations. However, the size 
of the lag grows in a digital economy. While start-ups benefit from 
the constantly increasing pace of digital innovations, the institutional 
organisation of state actors remains largely unaffected. And even if 
scepticism is justified, from a purely commercial perspective one can-
not help but admire the real drive for innovation and excellence that is 
shown by the platforms. Take Uber as an example – a company that 
is under fire on account of its business practices. Despite all the criti-
cism that it has attracted, this platform has made a great contribution 
to modernising the ordering and processing of taxi services through 
the use of an app.

6 In September 2019, 48 US states announced that they were joining 
forces in order to bring an antitrust case against Google. Just a short 
while later California discussed introducing a new law that would force 
gig-economy platforms to treat their workers like paid employees. None- 
theless, it should be noted that for years now the United States has  
given the platforms a free rein to operate exactly as they please.

In order to answer both questions in a meaningful way, clarity 
is needed about the phenomenon in need of regulation. A 
problem in political discussions is the very broad/fluid defini-
tion of the term ”platform“. That is why a classification system 
is used below to distinguish between different types of plat-
form so as to create clarity regarding the issues that need to be 
resolved and the problem-solving approaches that are used 
based on them. The classification system basically operates 
according to the specific objects of exchange7: platforms for 
(2.1) the exchange of goods, (2.2) the trading of services, (2.3) 
the offering of spare capacity, (2.4) the exchange of informa-
tion, and finally (2.5) platforms for platforms, so-called levia-
thans“.8 

2.1  MARKETPLACES FOR GOODS

Platforms such as eBay and Amazon bring buyers and sellers 
together. The relationship between marketplaces and the par-
ticipants in them is characterised by asymmetries of informa-
tion and power (cf. EU Commission 2018; Pasquale 2016). In 
the case of Amazon this becomes particularly apparent if the 
platform exploits its dual role as a market organiser on the one 
hand and as the provider of its own products on the other. 
Since Amazon has data about all the products it sells, the com-
pany can decide at virtually zero risk which own-brand prod-
ucts it should offer itself and consequently give preferential 
treatment to in search results on the platform (Sitaraman 2018). 
Although from a short-term perspective Amazon provides 
traders with low-threshold access to an international market, in 
the long term dependence on Amazon entails a high level of 
risk (Cutolo/Kenney 2019).9 In general, the regulatory challenge 
involved in this type of platform is to ensure fair competition 

7 Due to the variety of platforms, a complete review of them would 
exceed the scope of this article, and so I will only pick out for each  
category specific examples of issues relating to regulatory actions.  
For an alternative regulatory approach based on the common features 
of the platforms, see the project https:// platformregulation.eu which  
is being taken forward by Thomas Lohninger.

8 The term ”leviathans“ will be examined in detail later on. This category  
includes overlapping platforms which combine several different types  
of platform

9 Amazon‘s actions are of a new kind, although the basic idea is not new: 
even supermarkets use the data relating to sales in order to decide in 
which areas they want to offer their own brands.

2. 

TAMING THE VARIOUS TYPES  
OF PLATFORMS
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and uphold the rights of consumers and traders, and also to 
ensure fair working conditions throughout the value chain, in 
particular at the distribution centres and during delivery (Cutolo/
Kenney 2019; Krähling 2019). One way in which the EU could, 
for instance, rise to the challenge of ensuring fair competition 
would be to look towards India: regulations require Amazon to 
make a decision: choose to be a market organiser or a trader 
(Del Rey 2019).

2.2  MARKETPLACES FOR SERVICES

These platforms (e.g. Uber, 99designs) offer clearly defined 
and delineated services. Key issues include whether these ac-
tually are intermediary services (rather than effectively consti-
tuting forms of employment), and whether appropriate work-
ing conditions, decent wages, and adequate social security 
cover are provided. From a regulatory perspective, a distinction 
is made between (1) platforms whose networking effects are 
limited to a local area (such as local mobility platforms like 
Uber), and (2) those which by their very nature create global 
job markets for services (e.g. 99designs, Upwork) (Lücking 
2019; Schmidt 2017).

1. Platforms whose activities take place in the “real world” 
are more ‘susceptible’ to oversight – both as regards to 
establishing rules and monitoring them. In this category, 
Uber has found that legitimacy in the eyes of its custom-
ers is not enough to be accepted as a normal actor in the 
field of taxi services. It is entirely understandable that the 
taxi industry is protesting against Uber: by ignoring regu-
lations for years, Uber has gained a competitive advan-
tage; numerous towns and cities are now trying to curb 
Uber’s operations through local regulations and require-
ments (Jacobs 2018; Pasquale 2016). At the same time, 
the taxi industry can be justifiably criticised for the lack of 
innovation in the sector. The job of regulators is to com-
bine customers’ interests in having access to a modern 
service with taxi drivers’ interests in receiving a fair level of 
income and in having a say in how their business oper-
ates.10    

2. When it comes to platform operations which are not lim-
ited to a specific physical setting, the task of regulation is 
much more complicated. Here, regulatory considerations 
lead to a discussion of a minimum wage for the self-em-
ployed, of social security models (such as a digital form of 
social insurance, cf. Weber 2019, but also Benner 2015; 
Pasquale 2016; Risak/Dullinger 2018), and to a new defi-
nition of the concept of a business (cf. Däubler/Klebe 
2015; DGB (German Trade Union Confederation) 2019a, 
2019b; Weber 2019).   
 
 

10 The real step change in this industry is just around the corner in the 
form of autonomous driving concepts. However, the work carried out 
by Nunes and Hernandez (2019) shows that an autonomous taxi ser-
vice is not necessarily cheaper. So it may well be the case that taxi dri-
vers are here to stay.

In this category, new “soft approaches” should also be 
highlighted. IG Metall, working in collaboration with those 
platforms that have signed a minimum standards code of 
conduct, has set up an arbitration body (consisting of 
crowdworker representatives as well as representatives 
from the trade union, the platforms and the industry). This 
arbitration body handles complaints from crowdworkers 
and tries to bring about amicable solutions (Ombuds  
Office of the Crowdsourcing Code of Conduct 2019). 

In the case of the service platforms, there is evidently also a 
general obligation for state actors and federations to provide 
information in order to ensure that existing standards can be 
maintained even in the case of new business models. One 
example of this: the MyHammer platform is an interface be-
tween customers and tradespeople. In accordance with the 
German Handwerksordnung (Crafts and Trade Code), My-
Hammer checks whether the tradespeople have the neces-
sary certifications for the activities that they offer. Instead of 
being able to access a central public digital register covering 
the members of all trade associations, MyHammer has to 
check the scans that are uploaded by the tradespeople. This is 
neither an efficient nor effective form of monitoring.

2.3  PLATFORMS FOR ADVERTISING/ 
PLACING EXCESS CAPACITIES

The platforms within this category are usually described as 
sharing economy platforms. In the case of the commercially 
orientated platforms, the model involves citizens renting out 
their unused resources – such as accommodation – to third 
parties. Examples of such platforms are Airbnb, BlablaCar11 and 
Music Traveler. Since these platforms are usually linked to an 
actual geographical location, effective regulation is possible. 
The key questions in relation to regulatory action within this 
category are: are they really sharing services provided by private  
citizens, or are they rather run by commercial operators under 
the guise of sharing services with the aim of circumventing 
existing rules such as taxation and other fiscal regulations (Mu-
rillo et al. 2017; Wegman/Jiao 2017)? It must be ensured that in 
fact only excess capacities are offered, and that the sharing 
effects are sustainable. Take Airbnb as an example: critics point 
out that commercial operators are proliferating on the plat-
form, and that in many cases tourism levies are not being paid 
and that accommodation is being withdrawn from the hous-
ing market (Wachsmuth et al. 2018). In this case, regulatory 
practice is already heading in the right direction: depending on 
the city, people who rent out accommodation must report it  
and pay a local tax, and the duration and type of rental is reg-
ulated (Brauns 2016; Gurran/Phibbs 2017). This means that 
‘under the radar’ hotel operators can be excluded from the 
market while at the same time residents can make use of their 
excess capacities. Nevertheless, administrative authorities often  

11 BlaBlaCar has expanded its service to include bus journeys. This is a  
typical strategy used by platforms: begin by achieving critical mass in 
relation to one type of transaction, and then use the size of the net-
work and the brand profile in order to offer other types of transaction 
to achieve growth.
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don’t have the resources that are needed to monitor these 
regulations effectively – sometimes also due to a lack of coop-
eration on the part of Airbnb, as shown by the debate in Vien-
na (Leshinsky/Schatz 2018; Die Presse 2019). Here too it can be 
seen that authorities should likewise consider setting up regu-
latory programming interfaces in the form of APIs. APIs can, for 
example, enable the automatic, standardised exchange/re-
trieval of information and can make many forms obsolete (e.g. 
filling in a guest registration form for the tourism levy).

Regardless, one thing should be noted: a large number of local 
or national regulations generally does less harm to the big plat-
forms than to the small ones. If the regulations vary between 
different cities and countries, the position of large global plat-
forms such as Airbnb may even be strengthened because they 
– unlike a nascent start-up – have the resources to be able to 
adapt successfully to differing local regulations.12   

2.4  SOCIAL NETWORKS AND  
INFORMATION PLATFORMS

Platforms of this type have a major influence on how we per-
ceive, interpret, construe and participate in the world and its 
events (Lomborg 2013; Stalder 2018). Most of these platforms 
are largely financed by advertising. Typical examples are You-
Tube, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and Twitter.13 These plat-
forms gather and process their users’ contributions and have 
an evaluation infrastructure (e.g. user ratings and the recording 
of user behaviour) for rating their content. The information that 
is obtained in this way is in turn used by the algorithms which 
determine which information and/or content is shown to users 
(and where and in what form), and which adverts are displayed. 
The business model of these platforms is based on effective 
monitoring of the users in order to increase advertising reve-
nue (Kornberger 2017; Thompson 2018; Zuboff 2015). 

The regulatory issues brought up by these platforms are many 
and varied. Three aspects should be highlighted in this regard: 
the first priority is to strengthen users’ rights. For example, 
Facebook emphasises that it allows users to be in control of 
their privacy. Some of the raw data can be downloaded by 
users (Martineau 2018). But there is a lack of transparency 
about which data on its users, and from which sources (poten-
tially from third party providers) is used by Facebook, and what 
the status of such data is, and about which advertisers use 
which data characteristics to target users, and whether data 
links can be deleted or their use can be prohibited for advertis-
ing purposes (and about the methods that are provided for 

12 The basic idea behind the European Union‘s ”Digital Single Market“ is 
precisely to create regulations that are as uniform as possible throughout 
Europe. This is a worthwhile and sensible political goal, and it is also 
used as an argument against separate national approaches to the re-
gulation and taxation of platforms. However, this objective mustn‘t be 
used as a delaying tactic – if there is a lack of action and of unity, nati-
onal initiatives can help give impetus to debates. At the same time, it‘s 
also theoretically possible to create space for local actors through the 
use of local regulations.

13 Wikipedia also falls into this category, but this platform is based on a 
common-interest model and is therefore free of advertising.

doing this). More transparency and control, combined with the 
right to activate a random generator for the display of adverts 
could put users in a stronger position.

Secondly, the rights of content providers should be strength-
ened. Who are these providers? Let’s take YouTube as an ex-
ample of a platform whose production of content largely de-
pends on solo video producers. YouTube is very opaque about 
the distribution process from advertising revenues to these 
producers. In order to strengthen the rights of the solo video 
producers, the Youtubers Union and IG Metall have together 
formed a cooperative body called FairTube which campaigns 
for the fair and transparent distribution of advertising income 
and for Youtubers to have a say in decisions (FairTube 2019). 
Innovative active involvement by trade unions combined with 
new regulations can achieve improvements in this area through 
platforms being forced to respond to the needs of their stake-
holders.

Since these platforms play such a key role in how people form 
their opinions, the third thing that is needed is governance 
solutions for the issues of hate speech, sexual harassment, dis-
crimination, mobbing, racism, terrorist propaganda, fake news 
and targeted campaigns which aim to manipulate voter behav-
iour.14 Resolute action by politicians is essential – not least be-
cause the incentive systems have until now made the amass-
ing of profits the principal focus of companies’ actions. Again, 
let’s take YouTube as an example: its internal objective of 
achieving growth (by perfecting its video recommendation al-
gorithm), combined with the logic of its business model which 
is based on advertising, has for some time now led the company 
to not pay enough attention to the negative effects of the 
platform (Bergen/Shaw 2019; Nicas 2017). There is no doubt 
that resolving these issues is a complex task.15 However, if one 
considers the problem from a strategic viewpoint and with the 
aim of maintaining or restoring the primacy of politics in rela-
tion to key social issues, it is clear that the platforms must not 
be left with the day-to-day task of making organisational deci-
sions about what constitutes the legitimate free expression of 
opinions. The “notice & take-down” principle continues to be 
the best basis (i.e. platforms have to delete uploaded illegal 
material once they have been made aware of it). Ultimately, the 
state should have the right to be given insight into the use of 
algorithms, and if necessary, to be able to order a change to 
such use. So, in principle, there is a need for an equivalent of a 
“securities supervisory authority” for social platforms. This role 
could be performed by a yet-to-be-established European su-
pervisory authority equipped with the necessary personnel 
and financial resources to be able to interact with the platforms 
on equal terms (cf. Dittrich 2018; Rudl/Fanta 2019).

14 Problems such as fake news don‘t just concern the platforms but also 
traditional media, as an investigation into the 2017 German federal elec-
tions has shown (Sängerlaub et al. 2018). These issues are also on the 
political agenda of the new EU Commission; however, there is a threat 
of the ”notice & take-down“ rule coming under further attack (Rudl/
Fanta 2019).

15 There are also examples of correct behaviour (such as Twitter and Face-
book taking down targeted propaganda accounts in the case of Hong 
Kong – see Paul 2019).
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2.5  PLATFORM LEVIATHANS

This category includes platforms which combine several types 
of platform and which fundamentally have the following 
characteristics:  

 – Measured in terms of their numbers of (co-producing) 
consumers and/or providers, they are among the biggest 
organised social entities of the modern era. 

 – They have a major impact on our societies’ day-to-day 
social landscapes, and they are inherently infrastructural in 
nature. 

 – They have large, heterogeneous databases which can be 
used to make it easier to break into new markets or to 
reconfigure existing markets.

The term “leviathan” is used here deliberately, as this metaphor 
stands for omnipotence and is definitely justified in this con-
text. This is shown not just by the economic dominance of the 
platforms, but also by their behaviour in relation to other actors, 
e.g. trade unions or regulatory authorities. In fact, many plat-
forms tend to see themselves almost as “dispensers of techno-
logical favours” and they want to have the freedom to set the 
ground rules as they see fit (cf. Nachtwey 2019).

Organisations which fall into the category of leviathans include 
Alphabet, Amazon and Facebook (incl. Instagram and 
WhatsApp). If we look at the EU’s strategy with regards to this 
category we see not just a mixture of EU and German input in 
terms of regulatory issues, there’s also no apparent uniformity 
of strategy. On the one hand we can see that the EU Commis-
sion is trying to encourage greater competition. The first record 
fines have been imposed on digital leviathans by the EU and 
they have had a cumulative (deterrent) effect. The amount that 
Google is due to pay to the EU Commission is currently about 
7.807 billion dollars (United States Securities and Exchange 
Commission 2019).16 The German Federal Cartel Office is also 
taking action, as shown by its decision regarding Facebook’s 
practices (however, the Düsseldorf Higher Regional Court has 
since upheld an appeal by Facebook; cf. Federal Cartel Office 
2019 or Dachwitz 2019). It makes sense to continue this re-
sponsive strategy, and it establishes international points of ref-
erence for the regulation of platforms. 

Nevertheless, many of the EU’s approaches to regulation actu-
ally have counterproductive effects on competition. For in-
stance, industry experts believe that the introduction of the 
European General Data Protection Regulation (EGDPR) has not 
had a noticeable impact on Google and Facebook in contrast 
to their competitors, and that both of them are actually bene-
fiting from it within the European advertising market (e.g. 
Thompson 2019). Critics of the latest European amendment to 
copyright legislation (The Directive on Copyright in the Digital 

16 The FTC (Federal Trade Commission) in the USA has imposed a record 
fine of 5 billion dollars on Facebook. Critics are quick to point out that 
the fine is low compared to the company‘s annual turnover and the 
penalties will not make Facebook change its behaviour (Patel 2019).

Single Market) point out in particular that according to draft 
Article 13 (Directive Article 17) upload filters likewise strength-
en the position of the large platforms (Reda 2019). The exam-
ple of the Spanish “link tax”, i.e. the “taxation” of linked content, 
shows that regulation can also backfire. The link tax led to 
Google shutting down its news service because it wasn’t pre-
pared to pay money to publishing houses so that it could con-
tinue to show brief excerpts of journalists’ articles in Google 
News search results. The consequence of this was fewer visi-
tors to the publishers’ websites, and consequently also reduced 
advertising revenue for those publishers (Reynolds 2018). This 
example also shows that lawmakers shouldn’t just cave in to 
lobbying by industry insiders (e.g. major publishing houses) 
and/or representatives of the “old economy” (Beckedahl 2019).

Another example is the EU Commission’s proposals (Crémer 
et al. 2019) to make it easier for users to switch platforms. 
Whilst this clearly increases users’ agency in the case of ser-
vice platforms (e.g. taxi drivers in NYC benefit from being able 
to switch between several platforms; cf. Möhlmann/ Zahl-
manson 2018), the effect is unclear in the case of social net-
works. The basic idea is the same: by forcing social networks 
like Facebook to adopt open standards (i.e. interoperability 
and portability), one enables users to communicate with each 
other and consequently to choose between platforms. Indus-
try experts and alternative platforms (such as Threema) be-
lieve that the Facebook group of companies would benefit 
disproportionately from this measure because its social 
graph17 is larger (e.g. Fanta 2019; Thompson 2019). Therefore, 
what is needed is an asymmetric set of regulations which 
protects smaller platforms up to a specific size (Pietron 2019). 
The examples show that greater attention needs to be paid 
to the issue of the unintended consequences of a particular 
piece of regulation, particularly in the case of the platform 
leviathans.

So how should we proceed? As far as the promotion of com-
petition is concerned, regulatory measures should be made 
even more logically consistent. For instance, the following rule 
should apply to social networks: platforms which operate so-
cial networks should not be allowed to buy any other social 
network. Competition promotes innovation and creates new 
offerings for consumers. Facebook would be under greater 
pressure if it didn’t also own Instagram and WhatsApp.18 Face-
book’s plans to amalgamate the infrastructure of WhatsApp, 
Instagram and Facebook also show that Facebook would like 
to increase the potential of its data to create value, and to fore-
stall any attempts to break it up. Not least as a result of the 
progress being made by the democratic senator Elisabeth War-
ren, there is a lively debate in the United States about breaking 

17 Europe is not out on a limb in this regard. As I will explain later, India has 
pursued an exemplary strategy in relation to Amazon, and the work of 
the Australian regulatory authorities should also be highlighted (ACCC 
2018).

18 Facebook misled the EU about its takeover of WhatsApp regarding the 
possibility of combining Facebook‘s and WhatsApp‘s data. This led to the 
EU Commission imposing a fine of 110 million euros on the company.  
Nevertheless, the provision of the correct information wouldn‘t have had 
any effect on the final outcome of the decision (EU Commission 2017). 
For reflections on how to improve merger control, see Wambach (2019).
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up the tech conglomerates. The thinking behind this is: exces-
sively large economic entities pose a danger to liberal democ-
racies as a matter of principle (see also Stoller 2019a). Even if 
the issue of breaking up such entities is ultimately decided in 
the United States, transnational alliances and information flows 
can have a supportive effect. 

Another approach that should be considered given the domi-
nance of these platforms is to force them to share data. For 
instance, at its party conference in November 2019, the SPD 
decided to press for the introduction of mandatory data shar-
ing (SPD 2019). According to the SPD proposal, companies 
which enjoy a dominant position in digital markets should be 
obliged to share their data in order to promote competition 
and innovation (Prüfer 2020). One further possible approach is 
to regulate leviathan platforms as though they were public util-
ities (Pasquale 2018). This type of regulation means that socie-
ty recognises the monopolistic position of platforms and lays 
down rules about how their monopoly power can be exer-
cised. For example, legislators could force platforms to enable 
universal access (Krisch/Plank 2018). Google has, in effect, a 
global monopoly of relevant information in certain domains. 
This information is also important for many sectors of public 
service provision, for instance in the field of transport planning. 
One could therefore consider granting Google a monopoly 
subject to specific conditions. At the same time, the question 
arises of which areas this monopoly should cover, what the 
resulting consequences would be, and how Google can be 
prevented from extending its dominant position to other mar-
kets. For instance, Google Maps is already a key navigation 
system used for local economic transactions. However, it can 
currently be observed how Google is moving from being an 
information agency to an evaluation agency (e.g. collection of 
user rankings), and to a certification agency in order to expand 
the range of its business activities: in the United States and 
Canada, Google now offers insurance cover for all of its certi-
fied providers of local services (e.g. plumbers) (Google 2019). 
Google helps users to find services, it informs the consumers of 
the expected service quality (based on the evaluation work of 
the ‘crowd’), and now it also guarantees that those services will 
meet a minimum standard of quality.  If one thinks this strategy 
through, it becomes apparent that this is a massive attack not 
only on platforms such as Yelp, Tripadvisor and MyHammer, 
but also on established certification agencies (e.g. professional 
associations).

Finally, consideration is being given to introducing stricter mar-
ket access rules in Europe (Stoller 2019b). A form of guidance 
can be provided by the concept of the “civilised market” (Kapel-
ler et al. 2019). The key idea is that entrepreneurship and open 
markets must be compatible with a European set of values (e.g. 
social and ecological sustainability and the upholding of work-
ers’ and consumers’ interests): only businesses which fulfil spe-
cific minimum standards could operate in the European market 
which comprises 513 million citizens. This could act as a means 
of putting pressure on American and Chinese platforms to 
adapt their corporate policies to European standards.
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3. 

FROM REACTING TO ACTING

The considerations relating to the regulation of platforms high-
light a basic dilemma: the strategy of ensuring greater compe-
tition is – as mentioned above – frequently undermined by 
unintended side effects or contradictory objectives. Improved 
coordination between regulatory bodies may minimise these 
contradictions and effects, but ultimately they cannot be en-
tirely eliminated. Furthermore, regulatory considerations differ 
in terms of their effectiveness, yet they all have one thing in 
common: they ultimately consist of a reactive strategy rather 
than taking proactive action. In a platform economy which uti-
lises the innovative abilities and characteristics of digital tech-
nologies and therefore accelerates the distribution and diffu-
sion of new forms of organisation (Van Alstyne et al. 2016; 
Nambisan 2016), this strategy is not sufficient by itself. By sup-
pressing the dominance of existing platforms and transform-
ing increasing scepticism about existing practices into new 
values, the taming of platforms initially opens up an economic 
and cultural space. But how should this space be filled?

Between the high-tech digital capitalism of the United States 
which is driven purely by venture capital and shareholder value 
on the one hand, and the Chinese version which combines 
technological excellence with state control on the other hand, 

there is space for an independent European vision. Both the 
German federal government and the European Union have de-
veloped strategies for this (cf. Digital Strategy 2025 and/or EU 
Commission 2010). These programmes include aspects such 
as data security and data sovereignty, and they emphasise spe-
cific objectives such as sustainability. These are valuable start-
ing points for tackling the question of how Germany and the 
European Union should to position themselves as independent 
and relevant actors on the world stage. The objectives that 
should form part of a proactive strategy are, in my opinion, 
derived from the following key question: how and under what 
circumstances can new technologies, and the embedding of 
them in new forms of organisation such as platforms, contrib-
ute to a socially integrated, free and civilised society? So that 
the use of technologies is not an end in itself but rather a pro-
cess of negotiation in which values such as sustainability, jus-
tice, equality and freedom guide (economic) actions – in other 
words, a form of digital humanism as a guiding principle. How 
can this goal be achieved?

The following diagram outlines the building blocks which 
could take us towards a values-based form of European hu-
manism (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
Building blocks of European digital humanism

Source: produced by author.
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Entrepreneurial digital state: What is needed is an “entre-
preneurial state” (Mazzucato 2015) that fosters activity, takes 
action, and leverages its own buying power (e.g. as a purchaser 
and/or leading customer in the public sector).

At the national or European level, one objective may, for in-
stance, be to create alternatives to social networks and infor-
mation platforms. The lifeblood of these platforms is content. 
Even in the digital era, a decent public sector platform offer-
ing is needed alongside the private sector services on Face-
book and YouTube. Public broadcasters in Germany already 
provide a wide range of services, but this landscape is frag-
mented and comprises numerous different streaming servic-
es and apps. In order to provide an attractive public alterna-
tive, the available programmes of all streaming services could 
be brought together on a single common infrastructure plat-
form. This public sector platform could conceivably also ena-
ble users to upload their own video content, and it could 
enable comments to be posted about such content (Do-
busch 2018). Furthermore, public broadcasters could also 
create a public sector ecosystem in which documents and 
explanatory videos are marked with a corresponding creative 
commons licence and embedded in one of the not-for-profit 
platforms with the widest reach – i.e. Wikipedia. This would 
exploit the complementary strengths of both public service 
organisations: Wikipedia provides well-written articles that 
are supplemented by the high-quality video services provid-
ed by the public sector (Dobusch 2019).19 

The entrepreneurial state can also take action in other sectors 
of the platform economy, in particular at the local level. BVG, 
the public transport authority in Berlin, is taking a step in the 
right direction with Jelbi, which joins up all the different trans-
port services (buses, trains, scooters, bicycles, cars, ridesharing 
and taxis). In all European cities all the available forms of trans-
port (those run by the city authorities as well as third party 
systems) should be brought together on one application. 
Their large base of regular customers gives public transport 
providers a significant power base, so they could generate 
strong local network effects. If the size of the customer base 
reaches a ‘critical mass’ these effects could be used to guaran-
tee that all public sector and private actors adhere to certain 
ground rules. Government platforms that provide access to 
social services are also conceivable. This also ties in with the 
thinking of other pioneering local authorities. Barcelona, for 
example, is experimenting with a vision that is based on data 
sovereignty and technological sovereignty, open standards, 
and open-source principles. Collaboration with cooperatives 
is encouraged as is the formation of alliances with local tech 
communities, universities and businesses as well as other cit-
ies such as Amsterdam. The starting point for the range of 
digital services is the needs of citizens (e.g. a focus on social 
innovation), and the idea that the concept is embedded in a 
policy which takes a sceptical view of privatisation. Part of this 
      

19 The article on the subject of the climate model which already contains 
a video from the ”Terra X“ documentary series on the ZDF TV channel 
is a prototype which shows the usefulness of this ecosystem strategy 
(Wikipedia 2019; ZDF 2019).

strategy is also to specify a clear regulatory framework for 
platforms at the local level (Morozov/Bria 2017).

New entrepreneurship: The model of digital platform co-
operatives that has been popularised by Trebor Scholz may 
represent one route to achieving a new kind of sustainable 
entrepreneurship (Scholz/Schneider 2017). The line of argu-
ment here is that if digital technologies reduce organisational 
costs, it should also be easier to organise alternative platform 
models (see also Thäter/Gegenhuber, no date given). These 
could, for instance, be used in the field of marketplaces for 
services. For example, CoopCycle is trying to position itself as 
a Europe-wide alternative to sites like Deliveroo and foodora 
etc. (Henning 2019). Why shouldn’t there also be a Eu-
rope-wide network of, for example, local cleaning service 
platforms which share their technology on an open-source 
basis, and which enable the cleaning workforce to have high-
er wages as well as a say in how the businesses are run (cf. 
Gegenhuber et al. 2018)? In the case of these transactions (i.e. 
cleaning or the delivering of meals) the platform network ef-
fects are mainly local (Zhu/Iansiti 2019), and local knowledge 
can be an advantage (Yu 2018). Nevertheless, so far there is 
no ecosystem which creates a conducive environment for 
such developments, such as the promotion of platform coop-
eratives as a form of social entrepreneurship (including learn-
ing about such forms of organising at universities), the intro-
duction of mini-cooperatives as a means of reducing legal 
barriers, and the support of alternative forms of infrastructure 
such as open-source street maps.

Tools which assist with the creation of an ecosystem 
for digital humanism:

 – Education and cultural change:  At educational institu-
tions there is a need for an approach to digital media 
which goes beyond purely technological aspects. The hu-
manities, cultural studies and social sciences have a crucial 
role to play in enabling people to think in a critical and 
reflective manner about the implications of the use of dig-
ital technologies at all levels (society, organisations, groups 
and the individual). This should not be interpreted as a 
form of opposition to increased teaching of computer sci-
ence. This is not an “either-or” choice, rather it is an “as well 
as” approach. In my approach to the structuring of digital-
isation I advocate the idea that formal educational institu-
tions can learn from informal communities of practice, 
such as the maker movement and coding communities. 
Whereas in our education system the assessment of per-
formance is based on the deviation from perfection, these 
communities follow an approach to learning which is in-
formed by one’s mistakes (van Deest/Gegenhuber 2019). 
A good example of this is the “Code Curious Rails Girls 
Berlin” (Rails Girls Berlin 2019) community which claims to 
have taught over a thousand women programming skills 
through informal and social learning.   
 
This example of a coding community was deliberately cho-
sen in order to underline the connection between educa-
tion and cultural change: technology-based start-ups have 
been male-dominated up until now (Wheadon/ Duval-Cou-
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etil 2019). More women and more diversity are needed in 
this sector. Achieving this requires an all-encompassing  
approach.20   
 
Support could be given in the form of proactive state fund-
ing for such “women for women” digital communities 
which would stimulate their growth. A desired effect could 
be that platform design and the regulations governing it 
have a great deal of influence on the social impact of a 
platform. Functions which aren’t properly thought out may 
lead to forms of discrimination (Levi/Barocas 2017). Greater 
diversity in development and management teams could act 
as an antidote to potential tendencies towards discrimina-
tion and inequality within (new) platform interfaces. Anoth-
er effect is that new start-ups and initiatives are generated 
by these organisations, and that they have the standards 
and values of equal rights written into their DNA (cf. Phillips 
2005; Rocha/van Praag 2020).  
 
Finally, the issue of education also includes a clear commit-
ment to open educational resources (OER, i.e. free teaching 
and learning materials) as well as independent digital forms 
of educational infrastructure.  The first steps have already 
been taken in Germany (cf. Open Education Resources 
2019; Heimstädt & Gegenhuber 2019) – and it goes with-
out saying that publicly funded materials which are used for 
disseminating knowledge must be made available under a 
free licence.    
 

 – Recruitment and strategic alliances:  The world’s sharp-
est minds are needed in order to inspire and devise a real 
European alternative. Besides a massive expansion of re-
search and development in Europe, what is also needed in 
the short term is the targeted headhunting of talented indi-
viduals and experts from the United States’ top universities. 
Graduates could be attracted by offering to pay the tuition 
fees that they have so far incurred in exchange for a com-
mitment to work in Europe for a specific number of years. 
For this to work there needs to be a number of strategic 
metropolitan areas within the EU (e.g. Amsterdam, Berlin, 
Barcelona, Paris, Warsaw, Vienna) which provide an inspiring 
environment and a setting which fosters creativity (for en-
trepreneurs or employees in private or public sector compa-
nies as well as in innovative public agencies.21 This issue also 
highlights how painful Brexit is. Strategic alliances with Brit-
ain (London) and Canada (Toronto is an increasingly impor-
tant tech hub) are crucial. In addition, the European Union 
should specifically try to recruit former ‘leviathan’ employees 
to work for supervisory authorities (once any non-competi-
tion clauses have expired). It is precisely those employees 
who express criticism while working for Google, Amazon or 
Facebook – and who are sanctioned or even sacked by 
those employers – who may be interested in such offers. 

20 It is not possible to examine in detail the issues that are involved here. 
The article by Wynn (2019) summarises the challenge involved in en- 
suring greater equality in technology-based companies.

21 Innovative public agencies may for instance be innovation labs, the new 
digital ”supervisory authority“ or the ”Office for Regulatory Experimen-
tation“ (cf. Johar 2018).

 Proactive state investment and support policies: Suf-
ficient financial resources should be mobilised in order to 
make strategic investments. This could be ensured institu-
tionally by creating a German ‘future fund’ (Wolter/Phillips 
2019) or a strategic state fund (Ferschli et al. 2019). Finally, 
not only is the development of new sources of income re-
quired (e.g. a digital tax, a financial transactions tax or a 
wealth tax), but also the mobilisation of private European 
capital (e.g. the provision of targeted incentives for risk cap-
ital in appropriate sectors). The state must be able to invest 
in strategically important sectors. Jelbi, for example, is based 
on the Trafi mobility platform. According to Crunchbase, 
Trafi has so far received private and public funding (Crunch-
base 2020). If Trafi is central to a European mobility strategy, 
then it would make sense to put significant strategic invest-
ment into it. Furthermore, the government can use a state 
fund or a ‘future fund’ to promote an open-innovation ap-
proach in order to generate new innovations. The invest-
ment policy can be used to ensure the scalability of social 
innovations and social entrepreneurship, and to increase 
their effectiveness (cf. Buhr et al. 2019).22 In addition, an in-
stitution such as a ‘future fund’ could manage proactive 
support programmes and undertake ‘innovation scouting’. 
In view of its central role, the staff of this agency must in-
clude a high proportion of women while meeting other di-
versity targets (Malmström et al. 2017). 

The initial components of a strategic approach for creating a 
form of European digital humanism have already been put in 
place. In order to transform these components into a solid 
foundation and to make European digital humanism possible, 
there must be a resolute sense of political purpose and a broad 
political movement which inspires people and invites them to 
actively contribute.

22 Strictly speaking, this point forms part of an entrepreneurial state.  
I handle these points separately in order to differentiate between acting 
on one‘s own account and acting in support of others.
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